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Laura Broom: “To Be Continued: Literary Identities in Transition” 
(Under the direction of Danielle Christmas) 
 
While “trans studies” originally appeared as an abbreviated version of “transgender 
studies,” this term is now being explored as its own productive category.  The actual experience 
of transgender identity demonstrates how a category may be flexible and prompts imagining how 
other identity categories may be mutable as well.  This project relies on the prefix “trans” to 
describe the process of continuing development.  Starting from a position steeped in gender 
studies, these chapters examine representations of trans identity in contemporary Anglophone 
novels to explore subjects in flux and in becoming.  This dissertation analyzes literary moments 
when the individual’s sense of self contends with the socially recognized self.  Such a focus on 
transition, representation, and expression reveals that these characters defy easy categorization.  
Ultimately, these narratives demonstrate how identity is an ongoing process, one which is subject 
to social recognition of the evolving individual. 
Each chapter of this dissertation concentrates on a recent novel that exemplifies a 
different aspect of trans studies: transgender, transrace, transhuman, and transpedagogy.  Chapter 
1 examines the transition from a fixed gender identity to a more fluid one in Jeffrey Eugenides’ 
Middlesex (2002), a narrative teeming with transitions and transformations that broadens our 
understanding of selfhood.  Chapter 2 delves into Jess Row’s speculative novel Your Face in 
Mine (2014) to explore the limits and possibilities of individual choice regarding racial identity.  




delimited in Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go (2005).  Finally, Chapter 4 introduces the 
concept of transpedagogy, which brings together trans theory and critical pedagogy, alongside a 
discussion of teaching Patricia Powell’s The Pagoda (1998).  Here literary representations of 
trans experiences illuminate concepts of identity, transition, and recognition—socially relevant 
subjects for undergraduate students to understand.  Throughout this project, the concept of trans 
is used to approach larger questions of subjectivity and narrative.  These fictional transitions 
foster thinking about extant human realities from different angles, as well as unsettle 
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A holistic approach to education would recognize that a person must learn how to be with other people, how to love, 
how to take criticism, how to grieve, how to have fun, as well as how to add and subtract, multiply and divide.  It 
would not leave out of account that people are begotten, born, and die.  It would address the need for purpose and 
for connectedness to ourselves and one another; it would not leave us alone to wander the world armed with plenty 




A dancer stands at a ballet barre.  He stretches, turns, swivels his hips, and stomps his 
feet.  On March 30, 2018—the eve of the Transgender Day of Visibility—I attended a 
performance by Dr. Daniel B. Coleman Chávez titled, Un-Becoming Ailey: Constructing a 
Creative and Feminist Trans*masculinity.1  As the program notes explain, Chávez’s work 
expands “grammars of trans*ness wedded to black feminist politics and ethics.”  His 
performance explores dance and race in moves that range from the symbolic—e.g., painting 
pointe shoes black—to the explicit—e.g., naming his racialized body parts (“black thighs, black 
hips, black butt”).  Un-becoming Ailey not only addresses the performer’s experience as black 
and Latinx; another central theme is gender identity, powerfully shown in the video letter from 
Daniel, as Chávez currently identifies, to Brittany, as Chávez previously identified.  Daniel 
explains to “the little brown girl” that is his past self: “You won’t grow up to be a woman and 
you won’t grow up to be a man.”  He emphasizes, “You were not born in the wrong body.”  
After the performance, the audience members—many of whom self-identify as queer, 
transgender, and/or gender non-conforming—expressed their appreciative reactions in words and 
                                               





tears.  Chávez’s vulnerability and artistry opened a door to discussing identities and 
embodiments in a manner beyond intellectual jargon and political debate; his performance and 
story are at once specific and universal.  This example is one of many I could have chosen that 
demonstrates how the subject of transition is relevant not only to our academic work but to our 
communities and culture at large.  While the focus of my project is narrative fiction, I want to be 
clear that the contexts and stakes for these discussions extend beyond this dissertation.  Identity 
transitions occur on stages, in books, in classrooms, in courtrooms, in public spaces, and in our 
homes.  
In this project, I examine narratives, specifically contemporary novels, in order to explore 
transitions and analyze identity.2  I find that long-form fiction offers a uniquely powerful and 
productive avenue for understanding individual identity development3 and social responses to 
those individuals.  In Identity, Narrative, and Politics, Maureen Whitebrook asserts that identity 
means both what the self shows and what the world recognizes (4); individuals express 
themselves to the public, and then modify their expressions based on social responses (6).  
Identity is thus both based in the self and affirmed by others.  In “To Be Continued: Literary 
Identities in Transition,” I engage specifically with narrative representations of trans identity.  
Characters in transition draw attention to identity categories even as they demonstrate the 
collapsibility of these roles—such individuals simultaneously ask, “Who am I?” and declare, “I 
am.”  As readers, we spend time with a character and come to know them intimately and 
                                               
2Here and throughout this project, I use “identity” to refer to the qualities, appearances, and expressions that, when 
synthesized together, comprise individual subjectivity.  In addition to this sense of personal identity, “identity 
categories” are socially developed divisions based on shared characteristics and group belonging. 
	





complexly.  In a sense, reading is itself a trans activity, since we move from our own perspective 
to that of the narrator. 
The questions that guide this work include: What stories do we tell about ourselves and 
about others, especially in moments of change, conflict, or transition?  What narratives define us 
as individuals and as a larger culture?  Essentially: Who do we think we are?  In this dissertation 
on transition, expression, and recognition, the characters defy easy categorization.  I use the 
concept of trans to approach larger questions of subjectivity and narrative.  In this introduction, I 
outline the context, significance, and potential applications for this project, as well as describe 
the literary analyses constituting the chapters ahead.  My goal is for this framework of trans 
studies to operate and resonate beyond the pages of this document, and for it to inform cultural 
and critical understandings of narrative, identity, and community. 
While “trans studies” originally appeared as an abbreviated version of “transgender 
studies,” the prefix “trans” is now being explored as a productive category of its own (e.g., in 
Transgender Studies Quarterly and in Women’s Studies Quarterly’s 2008 “trans-” issue).  
Starting from a position steeped in gender studies—especially works by Judith Butler, Jack 
Halberstam, and Susan Stryker—I investigate forms of trans identity to illustrate subjects in flux 
and in becoming.  The real, lived experience of transgender identity4 demonstrates how gender 
categories may be flexible and prompts imagining how other identity categories may be mutable 
as well.  “Trans” as prefix estranges us from the term that follows—in order to reconnect us with 
a difference.  The imaginative transitions analyzed in this project foster thinking about extant 
human realities from different angles, as well as unsettle assumptions regarding what and whom 
                                               
4Please note: I do not presume to understand the full variety of gender experiences, since the feeling of gender is 
such a personal and context-dependent matter.  As someone generally recognized as a cisgender woman, I do not 




we value.  In this dissertation, I focus on literary moments when the individual’s sense of self 
contends with the socially recognized self, moments that show how we express ourselves and 
recognize each other. 
 
Trans Relevance 
 While my project as a whole examines transitions across various identity categories, for 
most people, the concept of trans identity is still closely tied to transgender identity.  To 
demonstrate the relevance of trans—and specifically transgender—representation and analysis, I 
offer a brief overview of where we are in the U.S. today regarding transgender demographics and 
depictions.  In 2016, 1.4 million adults in the U.S. identified as transgender.  This number 
demonstrates a 50% increase from the accepted population estimate of 2011, according to The 
New York Times (Hoffman).  The dramatic increase can be attributed both to younger individuals 
claiming transgender identity more than previous generations and to increased social awareness 
and acceptance.  In tandem with this growing population, transgender characters now populate 
books, movies, and television in unprecedented numbers.5  While many debate whether we are in 
a peak “trans moment”—after all, there is still widespread discrimination and bias—clearly in 
the 21st century we are moving in a different direction regarding transgender issues than in 
previous eras. 
 Based on the cultural issues at play, it would make sense that a sociologist, political 
scientist, or historian might care about this topic.  But why should a literary scholar engage with 
trans?  I think there are two key reasons: First, we are not only scholars but also instructors, and 
                                               
5For example, depictions of transgender identity on television in the early 2000s were often used as dramatic and/or 
traumatic plot twists (e.g., Ally McBeal and ER); more recent shows, though, frequently incorporate transgender 





our syllabi and classroom discourses should address larger cultural concerns; to be effective 
teachers, we should be aware of how trans identity is discussed academically and publicly.  
Second, literary representations provide valuable social insights and imaginative landscapes to 
explore who we are and how we see each other.  The space of the novel creates a dynamic arena 
to consider many ways of being and becoming. 
 My first point, that as instructors we should attend to ongoing social discourses about 
identity, was recently illustrated for me when I attended the annual College English Association 
conference in 2018.  After I presented on teaching a trans-focused text in an undergraduate 
literature classroom, a fellow panelist asked what I meant by the term “cisgender,”6 since she had 
not encountered the word before.  This university professor frequently taught about gender issues 
and had a strong background in women’s studies, but she had never looked into transgender 
studies before.  We discussed how the concept of trans might be applicable to her work.  This 
moment demonstrated the gap between what we may have studied in our training and what is 
happening today7; to remain relevant to and supportive of our students, we must continue to learn 
and adapt as instructors.  This dissertation speaks to those teachers interested in learning more 
about identity transitions and applying these concepts in their classrooms.  As Mark Chesler and 
Alford Young assert in their essay emphasizing the role of faculty in shaping social progress, 
“For faculty, the classroom is a key arena in which interaction with a broad range of students and 
cultural traditions can occur and in which race, gender, and class dominance and injustice can be 
challenged” (188).  Whether discussing Virginia Woolf or Cherríe Moraga, Jane Austen or Tony 
Kushner, knowing more about ongoing discussions of identity can aid both in interpreting texts 
                                               
6I define cisgender as meaning that one’s affirmed gender identity aligns with their natal assigned sex. 
 
7Likewise, in my own undergraduate coursework, I never learned about transgender studies, despite my academic 




and in respecting students.  In What the Best College Teachers Do, Ken Bain explains that strong 
instructors concentrate on critical thought and action relevant to life (18).  These educators trust 
that their students want to learn and encourage them to ask questions and explore gaps in their 
knowledge.  By increasing our social awareness of these ongoing debates about identity, 
performance, and representation, we can better aid our students in understanding the complex 
literary texts and cultural narratives they encounter. 
Also, bringing trans studies into our academic conversations addresses the particular 
demands of those currently seeking higher education.  As Cathy Davidson notes in The New 
Education, while the need for college is high, support for higher education is low (10).  To 
continue to provide this service to our society, Davidson emphasizes that education should 
address the needs of the new “Generation Flux”: “Traditional-age college students who were 
born after the invention of the Internet have spent their entire lives in an ecology of a 
disappearing, disrupted, distributed, disturbed, and disturbing economy” (12).  This project 
speaks to this increased need to be flexible, in flux and in becoming.  A lack of integration 
between classroom and community needlessly curtails connections between scholarship and 
experience; our social positions—and their inherent limitations—directly affect how and what 
we learn.8  In this project, I seek to build a bridge between textual analysis and larger social 
trends and conflicts.  The experience of the reader in the world intersects with the experience of 
reading the text, and both experiences become enriched. 
Regarding my second point—the utility of narrative in understanding lived reality—I turn 
to Shalyn Clagget’s work in Narrative Theory Unbound, in which she describes “the human 
problem” that feminist and queer narrative theory must grapple with: how to recognize both the 
                                               
8For more on the intersection of education and social roles, see Tracy Davis and Laura M. Harrison’s Advancing 




real-world context and its representation without conflating the two (353).  She advocates that 
we look at literary characters and nonfiction literature in order to address this problem.  The 
former has bearing upon my project; as Claggett explains, “Character, as one of the most basic 
categories of narrative theory, offers a particularly promising site for analyzing the connection 
between the actual and the represented world” (355).  She notes that while characters are not 
people, people often seek social and cultural scripts to follow or push back against (356).  Novels 
are notorious emotion-stirrers and change-producers (e.g., Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 1984, The 
Handmaid’s Tale).  As human beings, we tell stories to understand the people and events in the 
world around us—but we cannot possibly tell all versions at all times.  As Karla Holloway 
observes, “One reason to consider fictional narratives is that fiction encourages a reader to tap 
into a literary imagination that is richer than our personal experiences” (107).  The textual, 
narrative form creates a scaffold to sort through some of the many questions we have about what 
it means to be in relation with ourselves and with others. 
 
Trans Possibilities 
As is often noted by writers in this field, “trans-,” originally a Latin preposition meaning 
“across, to or on the farther side of, beyond, over,” now functions primarily in English as a prefix 
to signify “across, through, over, to or on the other side of, beyond, outside of, from one place, 
person, thing, or state to another” (OED).  While these significations all focus on movement 
from one place or status to another, the exact meaning of the prefix is open-ended; “trans” may 
mean that you are in the process of spanning some experience or space, or it may mean that you 




literature because transitions occur in these texts both in terms of action and identity (e.g., 
moments of self-recognition, moments of societal recognition).9 
 I am not saying that all identities in flux are automatically trans identities; such an elision 
does a disservice to the lived experiences of transgender individuals.  What I am saying is that 
the concept of trans has utility and power beyond exclusive considerations of gender—and that 
our conception of gender could be more inclusive as well.  Such an expansion of how a trans 
identity might manifest has been a topic of several recent journals, especially Women’s Studies 
Quarterly (WSQ) and Transgender Studies Quarterly (TSQ).  For example, in a 2008 issue of 
WSQ, Paisley Currah, Lisa Jean Moore, and Susan Stryker observe, “Rather than seeing genders 
as classes or categories that by definition contain only one kind of thing […], we understand 
genders as potentially porous and permeable spatial territories […], each capable of supporting 
rich and rapidly proliferating ecologies of embodied difference” (12).  “Trans” thus serves as a 
connective, circulatory space between registers in which bodies exist; “gender” is one of several 
possible techniques or practices through which bodies are configured (14).  Thus the prefix 
“trans-” denotes a moving connection, and the word’s ending marks one of many potential social 
registers of recognition. 
 Stryker and Currah return to this concept in a 2015 issue of TSQ, in which they assert that 
the prefix with an asterisk, “trans*,” “signifies a virtual potential immanent within processes of 
materialization”; the punctuation allows for “multiple attachments” (190).  The logic used to 
explore the concept of transgender identity has relevance to other identity territories as well, 
                                               
9I find contemporary novels particularly compelling because they speak to our current cultural conversations about 
who we are in the new millennium, but examples of these transitions abound in historical texts as well—in work by 




many of which have been under-explored.10  In another recent TSQ article, Eva Hayward and 
Jami Weinstein explain, “In other words, trans* is not a thing or being, it is rather the processes 
through which thingness and beingness are constituted.  In its prefixial state, trans* is 
prepositionally oriented—marking the with, through, of, in, and across that make life possible” 
(196).  These descriptions of what “trans*” means speak directly to my own interpretations: trans 
is process, trans is creativity, trans is relationality, trans is possibility.  The social category (e.g., 
gender, race, humanity) is marked by a prefix that emphasizes connection and movement, which 
highlights the instability and permeability of the category itself. 
 
Chapter Summaries 
In this dissertation, I examine representations of trans identity in contemporary 
Anglophone novels.  Each chapter brings trans studies to bear on a particular novel, along with a 
certain theoretical lens (e.g., gender studies, critical race theory, posthumanism, or critical 
pedagogy).  Each chapter thus concentrates on a recent novel that exemplifies a different aspect 
of trans being: transgender, transrace, transhuman, and transpedagogy.  I look at how the concept 
of trans may be productively extended by asking: “How do particular characters experience 
transitions in identity?”  Ultimately, I argue that these trans narratives demonstrate how identity 
is an ongoing process, one which is subject to social recognition of the evolving individual. 
In Chapter 1, “Trans Gender: Gender Flux in Middlesex,” I focus on the transition from a 
fixed gender identity to a more ambiguous one, a process that simultaneously emphasizes the 
difference between masculine and feminine gender expressions and deconstructs clear divisions 
between the two classifications.  To explore this subject, I analyze Jeffrey Eugenides’ Middlesex 
                                               
10For example, Currah and Stryker note that while their publication includes a variety of theoretical explorations of 




(2002), a narrative teeming with transitions and transformations that broadens our understanding 
of coherent selfhood.  In Middlesex, the protagonist’s sense of gender identity evolves and 
extends beyond the traditional social binary gender system.  This fictional work demonstrates 
how a particular character experiences the fragility of socially-constructed identity categories 
and expands possibilities for individual choice.  By employing transgender theory and exploring 
the linked—yet distinct—concepts of sex, sexuality, and gender, I find that this narrative 
portrays gender as a continually developing process.  This analysis develops key terms and sets 
the stage for larger questions regarding identity and fluidity moving forward. 
Chapter 2, “Trans Race: Recognition and Transition in Your Face in Mine,” extends the 
notions of self-definition and development brought up in Chapter 1 by considering another major 
aspect of identity: race.  After discussing cultural responses to the possibility of transracial 
identity, I turn to a recent, speculative novel, Jess Row’s Your Face in Mine (2014), which 
depicts racial recognitions and imagines racial transitions.  I explore how this fictional work 
provides an imaginative world in which the complexities, contradictions, and ramifications of 
racial transitions may be examined from multiple perspectives.  My analysis emphasizes not just 
how one sees and represents one’s self (i.e., self-identification), but also the cultural component 
of racial identity (i.e., social interpellation).  Though gender and race are distinctly different 
categories with their own complicated legacies, they are also both crucial identity categories.  As 
such, this chapter attends to and expands upon concepts from Chapter 1, specifically how a 
personal sense of self manifests within social systems. 
In Chapter 3, “Trans Human: Narrative Perspectives in Never Let Me Go,” I continue in 
the speculative fictive realm by analyzing the social system of Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me 




clone, Never Let Me Go examines how human identity is conferred, extended, and delimited.  In 
contrast to prior critics, I do not rely on Kathy’s technological origin to classify her as 
transhuman; instead I look at her social interactions, specifically how she is perceived by other 
characters within the larger ideological system, as well as by the reader.  Her human identity—or 
lack thereof—is unstable and open to interpretation.  While many posthuman and transhuman 
scholars focus on scientific developments, in this chapter I instead focus on narrative and 
relationships to explore how the category of “human” is claimed, recognized, and refuted in this 
text.  I argue that due to the methods by which humanity gets assigned, this identity category is 
ultimately moveable and perspectival.  Building on prior discussions of potentially unstable 
identity categories—gender and race—this chapter questions the very foundations of our 
identities.  Highlighting how one’s human status may be open to interpretation demonstrates the 
instability of presumed “facts” of ourselves and the profound significance of social construction. 
Essentially, these three chapters move in an arc from the acknowledged (transgender), to 
the debated (transracial), to the imagined (transhuman).  Through fictional narratives, we as 
readers can work through various possibilities and complexities of identity transitions.  These 
analyses trace a path from what we know now to what might someday be.  After this deep dive 
into the speculative, in Chapter 4 I return to more familiar ground: the undergraduate classroom.  
“Ah,” you might say as you reach this chapter, “finally we’re back to stability!”  But no.  Even 
here—perhaps especially here—we must accept uncertainty and embrace flexibility.  My goal in 
this final chapter is to bring the theoretical, big-picture concepts discussed previously into the 
real, lived-in classroom.  For me, emphasizing movement, transition, and unfixed potentiality is 
not just a cerebral, academic performance; the core questions of this dissertation affect how I 




Categories in the Classroom,” I develop the concept of transpedagogy, which builds upon 
elements of transgender studies and critical pedagogy.  In my work, this method of teaching 
combines a theoretical framework with specific pedagogical practices (e.g., bringing together 
disparate narratives, exploring works that cross boundaries).  I find transpedagogy to be a useful 
tool in the literature classroom because it connects different genres of knowledge.  In this 
chapter, I discuss teaching Patricia Powell’s The Pagoda (1998) to demonstrate how literary 
representations of trans experiences may illuminate concepts of identity, transition, and 
recognition—socially relevant subjects for undergraduate students to understand.  In addition to 
this chapter on teaching, I also include an appendix of pedagogical materials11 for instructors 
interested in bringing trans studies into their own classrooms. 
Fiction speaks to what has been, is, and may be; as a form of discourse the novel is 
uniquely positioned to imagine different ways of understanding individuals.  These four novels 
offer profound immersions in subjects frequently glossed over or reduced to sound bite material.  
The theoretical through-line of trans studies links all these chapters, yet they are each distinct 
while connected.  Further, since the fictional characters of these novels exist in transition, they 
provoke critical thinking and disrupt assumptions regarding what identity means and how 
identity becomes determined.  Throughout my research, I examine how new ideas prompt 
reckonings with what we thought we knew—and who we think we are. 
 
Conclusion 
 Stories matter.  As many scholars have noted, narratives have a creative power to develop 
empathy, encourage critical thinking, and shed light on relationship dynamics (between 
                                               




individuals, humanity and nature, systems of power, etc.).  Further, those in political leadership 
know that stories matter as well—from recent laws in Arizona that ban teaching immigrant and 
indigenous stories to the Pope Center’s demand that we only focus on the traditional Western 
canon—those in power recognize that diversity of texts promotes diversity of thought.  In 
Undoing Gender, Judith Butler explains that people are recognized differentially according to 
categorical understandings of their race and sex, and she notes, “Certain humans are recognized 
as less than human, and that form of qualified recognition does not lead to a viable life” (2).  
Butler emphasizes the necessity of social recognition of one’s claimed status; the individual 
seeks to inhabit a valid and valuable identity, to lead a “viable life.”  By reading narratives about 
characters who blur the legibility of social markers (e.g., gender, race, humanity), we can better 
examine how we confer identities to others, and we can explore other ways of being and seeing. 
In the program notes for Un-becoming Ailey, Chávez explains that his performance is 
“not intended to resolve the difficulties of occupying a trans* body in the world nor offer utopic 
hope for resistance.”  He continues, “Rather, it is my intention that this first iteration serve as an 
invitation for naming and embodying the spaces we need to address greater complexities of 
queer forms.”  Like Chávez’s performance, this dissertation is also a work in progress, a first 
iteration of an ongoing conversation.  Representations of trans identity in contemporary novels 
serve as one instance among many of how we identify and interpret humanity and possibility—
that is to say, how we see ourselves and who we might become.  And so, like a dancer 
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CHAPTER 1: TRANS GENDER 
GENDER FLUX IN MIDDLESEX 
 
Our genders are as unique as we are.  No one’s definition is the same, and compartmentalizing a person as either a 




 When I give the five-second summary of this dissertation, I say that I am writing about 
representations of trans identity in contemporary literature.  The responses I receive are generally 
along the lines of: “What books talk about that?” “Oh, have you seen Transparent?” and “Are 
you talking about North Carolina’s bathroom law?”  (Answers: Lots; yes; and a bit in the fourth 
chapter.)  Another common question is, “How can you write about this topic if you’re not 
transgender?”  My response to this one requires more than a glib parenthetical note.  Because my 
natal and affirmed gender identities cohere, my personal experience differs from most 
transgender narratives.  I do not presume to understand the complexity and variety of transgender 
experiences; rather, this project examines specific literary representations.  While I rely on this 
fiction to discuss questions of gender and identity, I recognize that being transgender 
encompasses much more than what is covered here.  My goal is to participate in an ongoing 
discussion, one that benefits from multiple perspectives and positions.  I begin this dissertation 
with transgender as an entry point to discussing social categories, personal choice, narrative, and 
identity more broadly.  When the individually affirmed identity does not align with the socially 
conferred identity, then the individual may choose to “trans” social categories.  This move 




breakable—which often leads to anxiety regarding categories and questions of who has the right 
to claim belonging. 
Interestingly, when I mention the subject of my dissertation, few people ask what I mean 
by “trans”—while I see this prefix as ripe for many possible endings, in general people consider 
“trans” a shorthand for “transgender.”  The popular cultural approach to transgender identity 
tends to follow a fairly limited script: conservatives say a person’s gender is determined by 
assigned sex at birth; and liberals applaud individuals for living their truth, i.e. affirming the 
gender identity they feel is appropriate, regardless of natal identity.  The former relies on a 
biologically-based determination, while the latter privileges a personal sense of self.  Personally, 
I ascribe to the latter, liberal view.  Considering the legal, medical, and social barriers that 
transgender individuals in the world must deal with—from driver’s license identification to 
insurance coverage, safety from violence to basic civil rights—it is understandable that 
discussions of transgender issues often must boil down to key issues of acknowledgement and 
acceptance.  A transgender identity is valid, transgender individuals deserve respect, and 
transphobia has no place in our society. 
But while the discussion of transgender rights in reality stays focused on these important 
goals, there are many more complex, nuanced aspects to this topic also worthy of investigation.  
In the realm of literature, an imaginative landscape to explore identity and empathy, we can look 
at transgender concepts more deeply and intricately.  We can move beyond discussing a person’s 
use of “she” instead of “he” and analyze what the categories of “she” and “he” even mean.  
Ultimately, I want to situate the lively cultural conversations about transgender experiences, in 




Transgender transitions simultaneously emphasize the difference between masculine and 
feminine gender expressions and deconstruct clear divisions between the two classifications—the 
movement between gender identities draws attention to these categories, even as it demonstrates 
the collapsibility of these roles.  The decision to transition gender stresses the individual’s right 
to self-identify; while outer markers generate a certain kind of recognition (e.g., genitalia at 
birth), the transgender individual insists on the primacy of an inner sense of self.  There are 
intense personal and interpersonal consequences when a person feels they are intrinsically 
different than how they are socially recognized; the distress inherent in this mis-identification is 
real and profound.  For example, as Jennifer Boylan explains in her memoir She’s Not There 
(2003), she felt that her spirit as a woman and body as a man were at odds, and only a gender 
transition could bring them into alignment.  A mis-interpreted or mis-interpellated identity 
creates a crisis, a split between self- and social recognition.  In general, being transgender means 
insisting that the personal sense of self matters more than “common sense” social categorizations 
based on innate physiology (i.e., if you have a penis, then you are a man).  As shown in Boylan’s 
and other’s transgender stories, the individual develops a sense of gender over time; the journey 
of identity is life-long and dynamic.  While there may be a consistent through-line in life—
feeling that one gender is more fitting or satisfying than another—the child’s understanding of 
the gendered self is different from the adolescent’s and the adult’s.  Thus there is not only a 
difference between how society sees us and how we see ourselves, but a difference too in how 
we see ourselves over the course of our lives.  Gender is a moving target disguised as familiar 
fact. 
But what about a situation where there is no illusion of clear categories, when the 




conditions make apparent the complex landscape of gender identity.12  An intersex individual 
may live as a man, a woman, or a non-binary individual.  There are multiple ways of being 
gendered in this world, multiple options for all of us, but many cisgender people can passively let 
themselves fall into one category or another; for an intersex person these gender roles are more 
actively addressed.  What does it mean when a physiologically ambiguous body is born into a 
binary gender system?  Who gets to make choices regarding gender identity—the community 
(parents, doctors, therapists, etc.) or the person?  How much choice does an individual have? 
To explore this subject, I turn to Jeffrey Eugenides’ Middlesex (2002), an epic narrative 
about an intersex narrator.  This novel tells the multi-generational saga of the Stephanides 
family, from the grandparents in Bithynios to the parents in Detroit to the protagonist, Cal, in 
Berlin.  Describing this 529-page text is a bit of a challenge since the story encompasses nearly a 
century’s worth of material.  At its core, though, this narrative is Cal’s memoir of his Greek-
American family history, his girlhood as Callie, and his gender transition.13  While previous 
scholars have discussed how sex (e.g., the physiology of Cal’s intersex condition) and sexuality 
(e.g., the protagonist’s queerness or heteronormativity) appear in the text, I focus on the less 
discussed transgender issues of Middlesex.  I claim this novel as a transgender narrative.  By 
teasing out the differences between the oft-conflated terms of sex, sexuality, and gender, I 
discuss how gender, like many other identity categories, becomes socially determined.  I argue 
                                               
12“Intersex” is an umbrella term referring to congenital conditions of ambiguous genitalia or internal anatomy.  See 
Elizabeth Reis’ Bodies in Doubt: An American History of Intersex for more information on the dozens of conditions 
included in the category, e.g., hypospadias, Turner syndrome, androgen insensitivity syndrome, and 5-alpha 
reductase deficiency, among others. 
 
13In this chapter, I use “she” when referring to the character Callie and “he” when referring to the character Cal, as 
Eugenides does in the novel itself.  For the narrator, Cal, I also use “he,” although frequently language about this 




that Eugenides’ novel serves as an instantiation of how trans theory can illuminate our 
understandings of the narratives of our embodied selves. 
Before delving into an analysis of gender and identity in this novel, though, I first offer 
an overview of key transgender concepts and contexts.  In the following sections, I provide an 
analysis of transgender studies for two reasons: first, when these terms developed to describe 
real, lived experiences are refigured in relation to this fictional, postmodern14 novel, new themes 
and concepts arise; second, transgender studies is foundational to this dissertation as a whole, 
and so in this first chapter I establish terms for subsequent theoretical work.  I find that the 
cultural narrative of gender unravels the more it is examined, and a greater personal 
understanding of individual identity emerges.  Gender is fundamentally a relationship a person 
has with their self, but it also affects—and is affected by—relationships with other individuals 
and with society at large.  Eugenides’ novel explores gender on all these levels, as I will discuss 
after considering the theoretical and social context for this literary analysis. 
 
Transgender Meanings 
In our contemporary society, we have a sense—an amalgamated, messy sense—of what it 
means to be a man or a woman.  If, as I did, you asked a room full of undergraduates about 
traditional masculine or feminine attributes, you would likely have a list including a mix of 
biological and cultural elements (e.g., having XX or XY chromosomes, testosterone or estrogen; 
liking violent video games or sappy rom-coms, wearing high heels or neckties).  And this is the 
moment for gender studies to enter.  In current critical work, scholars distinguish between sex 
(biological) and gender (social)—a distinction that is relatively new.  In this section, I explicate 
                                               
14While this term has many potential definitions, I use “postmodern” to refer to an aesthetic that includes pastiche, 




distinctions among sex, sexuality, and gender to discuss how gender identity is understood and 
may be transitioned. 
Interpretations of sex and gender changed dramatically over the course of the 20th 
century, as Joanne Meyerowitz explains in her work tracing the development of such vocabulary, 
from the conflation of sex identity and characteristics in the earlier years to the distinction 
between sex roles, behavior, and anatomy in later years (3).  She examines the prevailing 
understanding of these terms at the end of the 20th century: 
‘[B]iological sex’ referred to chromosomes, genes, genitals, hormones, and other 
physical markers, some of which could be modified and some of which could not; 
‘gender’ represented masculinity, femininity, and the behaviors commonly 
associated with them; and ‘sexuality’ connoted the erotic, now sorted into a range 
of urges, fantasies, and behaviors.  (3)15 
We are still catching up to this vocabulary, in our culture and in our classrooms.  These 
distinctions are important because privileging biological sex over cultural gender insists that 
identity is determined by embodiment; such a focus ignores vitally important individual, lived 
experience.  Gender theorists, including feminists and queer theorists, recognize the cultural 
construction of gender difference and the spectrum of sexuality and gender experiences; for 
instance, Susan S. Lanser and Robyn Warhol observe that “gender and sexuality are not who you 
are, but rather what you do, and they never settle into a solid or coherent identity” (7).  Gender 
and sexuality have important implications, but they are constructed and performed, not essential 
(7).  By separating these three strands—the sense of self (gender), physical body (sex), and 
romantic relationships (sexuality)—we have enhanced language to describe experiences in which 
the three are not heteronormatively aligned.  Building on this gender studies framework, 
                                               
15In her work, Meyerowitz is careful to note differences between transsexual, transgender, and intersex identities, 
while still allowing that “the boundaries are permeable,” since one’s identity may change over time (e.g., from a 
butch lesbian to an FTM transsexual) (10).  Interestingly, Meyerowitz also observes that mass media portrayals of 
transsexuality introduced a way of articulating an experience in the 20th century; many readers who responded to 




transgender historian Susan Stryker writes in “(De)Subjugated Knowledges” that transgender 
studies questions the framework of two “natural, stable, and incommensurable biological sexes” 
and conceives of gender as “yet another global system within which a great many diverse and 
specific forms of human being were produced, enmeshed, and modified along multiple axes of 
signification” (8).  The “common sense” notion of gender in which birth sex and gender identity 
seamlessly cohere has been upended by detaching masculinity and femininity from male and 
female bodies, respectively.16  Now, in the 21st century, we are moving away from a system that 
designates identity and towards systems of relation that encourage personal identification. 
Such a move more accurately reflects how gender, sex, and sexuality are actually 
enacted.  As Julia Serano notes, “For all of us, gender is first and foremost an individual 
experience, an amalgamation of our own unique combinations of gender inclinations, social 
interactions, body feelings, and lived experiences” (224-5).  Gender is individually experienced 
and socially contextualized by place, time, and circumstance.  What is masculine in one era (e.g., 
pants, sports, a career) is not in the next.  And what is masculine to one person may not be so for 
another (e.g. short hair, decisiveness, a penchant for action movies).  Stryker asserts that gender 
identity “really is a very idiosyncratic personal matter” (Transgender 3), and Kate Bornstein 
observes that “there are as many truthful experiences of gender as there are people who think 
they have a gender” (8).  While the biological narrative of sex is often reduced to either/or 
male/female (which is inherently problematic for intersex people), the cultural narrative of 
gender can open up to infinite iterations of identity. 
 Non-binary gender identities are often grouped together under the umbrella of 
“transgender.”   This term, as Stephen Whittle explains, covers a variety of life experiences: “It 
                                               




can encompass discomfort with role expectations, being queer, occasional or more frequent 
cross-dressing, permanent cross-dressing and cross-gender living, through to accessing major 
health interventions such as hormonal therapy and surgical reassignment procedures” (xi).  The 
coining of the word “transgender” is generally attributed to Virginia Prince, who first used it in 
the 1970s as an alternative to the terms “transsexual” and “transvestite” (King 582).  In 
Transgender History, Stryker explains that she uses “transgender” to refer to “people who move 
away from the gender they were assigned at birth, people who cross over (trans-) the boundaries 
constructed by their culture to define and contain that gender” (1).  She adds that while the 
motivations for such transitions vary, the defining characteristic is this act of movement (1).  
Further, Stryker notes that a key issue of transgender politics is that the body’s sex does not 
necessarily determine the social category of the person embodied (11).  The argument here is that 
gender is something a subject claims, not something the body establishes.  Megan Davidson 
observes that, according to both scholars and activists, the term “transgender” is not fixed, but 
wide-ranging, including people who vary, change, blend, or bend sex and/or gender (60).  The 
inclusivity of this umbrella term results in a fuzzy understanding of who exactly belongs under 
this designation—which is exactly the point.  Such a flexible term frustrates desires for fixity; 
often we want to define, to delimit, who or what an individual is.  The “transgender” descriptor 
denies such comfortable clarity. 
While there may not be consensus among activists and scholars about what “transgender” 
means precisely, the central goal seems to be the recognition that an individual has the right to 
determine how they are gendered.  Some transgender people are clear in that once they transition 
from, for example, male to female, then they are a woman, end of story.  Others prefer a 




identification, interpretation, and performance.  My argument here is not about singularly 
defining transgender identity; rather, I seek to explore what options exist using a transgender 
framework.  Once we see gender as a mutable aspect of identity, our understanding of who we 
have been and who we may become opens up. 
Not everyone finds this ambiguity as generative as I do, though.  As news headlines and 
social media frequently remind me, the general public in the U.S. still frequently conflates sex, 
sexuality, and gender and sees these traits in strictly binary configurations.17  And as Kathryn 
Coffey observes, a prevalent belief outside queer studies is: “There are males and females, and 
males should be masculine and sexually attracted to females while females should be feminine 
and sexually attracted to males.”  Coffey notes that over the last decades, queer scholars have 
intentionally shifted away from this binary view to a more fluid understanding of gender and 
desire (1-2).  For example, Robin Wiegman speaks to this shift when she asserts that queer 
studies first read gender as “an effect and tool of heteronormativity,” and strove to differentiate it 
from sexuality.  Then came a shift, a transition to seeing gender as transitive and proliferate: 
“queer gender” (90).18  Building on the work by these and other scholars, I argue for a more 
diverse understanding of gender, one in which hyphens may replace the traditional backslashes 
between identity categories. 
The way in which transgender identity has been misconceived and misunderstood 
extends beyond those who adhere to traditional gender roles.  Historically, many LGBT 
organizations have failed to recognize the ways in which transgender identity differs from 
                                               
17For more on this subject, see Harold Garfinkel’s “Passing and the Managed Achievement of Sex Status in an 
‘Intersexed’ Person.” 
 
18While my formulation of trans studies falls under the larger heading of queer studies, I prefer to describe my work 





sexuality (Transgender 137).  Whereas being lesbian, gay, and bisexual describe who one is 
sexually attracted to, being transgender is not about a sexual desire, but rather a sense of 
gendered self.  Someone who is transgender may also identify as gay, straight, bisexual, asexual, 
or something else altogether.  Sexuality and gender identity are not equivalent, though the “T” at 
the end of “LGBT” links transgender identity together with orientations of sexual desire and 
partnership.19 
 In addition to problematic conflations of gender identity and sexuality, the transgender 
movement has also had to struggle with interpretations of gendered behaviors.  While many 20th 
century feminists worked to destruct (or at least deconstruct) traditional gender roles, transgender 
people frequently seemed to reify these very gender distinctions.  Stryker notes that as the 
feminist movement shifted towards more androgynous expressions rather than traditional 
masculine/feminine roles, transgender individuals struggled to find a place in lesbian and 
feminist communities (Transgender 100).  As Stryker explains, the feminist movement 
beginning in the 1970s was often antagonistic to transgender practices,20 since many feminists 
considered these actions to be personal, not political, solutions to the greater problem of 
gendered oppression (2).  Stryker traces this conflict through the decades, including, for 
example, the 1991 Michigan Womyn’s Music Festival expulsion of a transwoman on the 
grounds that “since transwomen did not share the experience of being raise as girls, and had 
experienced early socialization as boys, they therefore could never really understand what it 
                                               
19Significantly, transgender people often share with LGB people similar experiences of persecution and prejudice, 
so the joining of forces to combat such discrimination is indeed important. 
 
20For more on this topic, see Raewyn Connell’s “Transsexual Women and Feminist Thought: Toward New 




meant to be a woman under patriarchy or appreciate the need for women-only spaces” (140).21  
Today, gender transitions are approached with greater acceptance and less hostility than in 
previous generations.  As Jack Halberstam observes, the activist labors of the 20th century that 
insisted on using labels and identity categories have led to the creation of multiple “post-gender” 
identities (“Queer Temporality” 19).  He writes that “the transgender body has emerged as 
futurity itself, a kind of heroic fulfillment of postmodern promises of gender flexibility” (18).  To 
rework a familiar feminist slogan, the political is now personal—and the person is flexible. 
 
Transgender Stories 
  I find it difficult to talk about gender and identity in a purely theoretical way; I feel 
compelled to “risk an example,” as Judith Butler would say.  Middlesex serves that purpose for 
this chapter—it reveals a facet of the larger trans argument I make in this project.  But why 
choose Middlesex?  For the interpretive work I want to do—i.e., analyze the fragility of socially-
constructed identity categories and expand possibilities for individual choice—this novel serves 
as a useful instantiation.  Though there are several examples of transgender experiences in 
contemporary literature, I highlight Middlesex because it is particularly troublesome and 
productive.  Before delving into a close-reading of the novel itself in this chapter, in this section I 
situate the work among other transgender stories to show how the protagonist’s move towards 
fluidity speaks to—and at times contrasts with—other cultural transgender narratives. 
The primary transgender narrative typically presents the subject as always having been 
the opposite gender than the one assigned at birth; frequently language like “born in the wrong 
                                               





body” is used.22  Raewyn Connell explains that often transgender individuals must search for the 
best language to describe their journeys—e.g., “having a man’s body and a woman’s body at the 
same time, or one body emerging from the other, or (most traditionally) being trapped in the 
wrong body” (867).  Middlesex features an intersex protagonist whose gender questions arise 
from a physiological condition, 5-alpha reductase deficiency.  There is no “wrong” body, but 
rather an ambiguous body that may be interpreted as feminine, masculine, neither, or both.  This 
lengthy narrative offers an opportunity to discuss medical and cultural understandings of gender 
ambiguity with greater detail and finer distinctions than more concise, conventional, and 
potentially reductive scripts.  As an adolescent, Cal feels uncomfortable continuing to live as 
Callie, a girl, but as an adult, Cal feels incomplete without recognizing his girlhood.  His feelings 
are mixed; no one category works for him, though for practical reasons—especially his desire for 
seemingly heterosexual relationships—he is compelled to choose one.  The transgender narrative 
of moving from one category to another may work for many people and characters, but for Cal, 
the interstitial space between categories ultimately fits better.  When this personal desire for 
liminality confronts the cultural narrative of gender dichotomy, it reveals the cracks in our social 
constructions of gender. 
From Janet Mock to Jazz Jennings, Laverne Cox to Chaz Bono, transgender celebrities 
today appear in movies and TV shows, write books and articles, provide interviews and 
commentary, post and clap back on Twitter.  The concept of transgender identity and the reality 
of transgender experience are now part of our U.S. cultural discourse—transgender people are 
being recognized and listened to in a way that is a big step forward.  In fact, media outlets from 
                                               
22Eugenides even highlights this narrative facet when describing Cal’s MTF friend Carmen: “Her story followed the 





Vice Magazine to Huffington Post have dubbed the twenty-teens a “trans moment.”  But there is 
still quite a distance to go.  Following Caitlyn Jenner’s social media account hardly delivers the 
level of nuanced analysis present in work by the gender theorists mentioned above.  Further, 
representations of transgender characters are still largely performed by cisgender actors (e.g., 
Felicity Huffman in Transamerica and Eddie Redmayne in The Danish Girl, among others).  In 
these portrayals, even when movement between gender categories is shown as possible, the 
binary of masculine/feminine generally remains intact.23  These storylines often concentrate on 
medical procedures and sexual reassignment surgeries that imply an irrevocable, unequivocal 
move from one identity to another.  While the notion that an individual may transition gender is 
gaining traction, the narratives about what gender is and does remain stuck, for the most part, in 
a binary system.  We may be in a “trans moment” in that we are now acknowledging the 
existence of transgender individuals, but the popular stories about transgender people tend to 
flatten complex narratives into digestible sound bites. 
Therefore a character such as Middlesex’s Cal, who in the end is feminine and masculine, 
is particularly subversive, both for the movements between genders and the amalgamation of 
gendered behaviors.  While Middlesex maintains elements of familiar transgender narratives, the 
text ultimately describes contemporary hybrid identities.  According to Viola Amato, Middlesex 
is the most famous novel with an intersex focus (159).  She explains this importance: “Fictional 
literary works offer, in contrast to non-fictional and/or autobiographical narratives, a greater 
range of possibility for the reimagination of intersex lives” (160).  The medical establishment 
and social conventions are certainly parts of this story, but Middlesex expands to include much 
more; the protagonist is shown enmeshed in relationships, memories, contradictory narratives, 
                                               




and complex feelings.  The inner conflicts we see—from Cal struggling to explain his gender 
identity to love interest Julie, to brother Lefty and sister Desdemona breaking the incest taboo—
are singular, personal moments.  We see the individual characters wrestle with both their 
relationships to themselves and to their larger societies.  Rather than a lecture or explanation on 
identity, here we have a story that invites the reader to think, feel, and develop along with the 
characters over time.  Because we as readers have access to these characters’ inner worlds, a 
dimension of understanding and empathy arises. 
This story, as I will show in the following sections, upsets expectations.  The tension I 
have described in the sections above—an understanding of gender identity that is nuanced, fluid, 
and complex confronting a society that remains steeped in binary categorization—gets explored 
in this novel in a way that is accessible and relatable.  The protagonist’s distress carries weight; 
the reader invests in his sense of self, his desire for recognition.  While Cal/Callie is coming into 
a more complete, content understanding of who they are, their changing gender expressions 
create social tensions.  These tensions only resolve when the protagonist acknowledges not only 
feminine and masculine selves, but also past, present, and possible selves.  Thus we see 
Eugenides’ Callie transition to a hyper-masculine Cal, who eventually acknowledges that Callie 
will always be a part of himself; his sense of self grows to incorporate both a grown man and an 
adolescent girl.  Here the transition between categories does not land firmly in a second category 
but implies a continuing forward trajectory.  This novel is not a story of transition away from one 
gender to another—as many other transgender narratives are—but to an existence that recognizes 
how one’s sense of self evolves over time. 
The social and the individual understandings of identity are deeply intertwined.  As 




temporal processes.  This text demonstrates how a particular character, in particular locales and 
eras, experiences the fluidity and fragility of gender identity.  By analyzing this text, we may 
better understand both the anxieties and possibilities surrounding the transgender body.  Cal’s 
transgender experience is intimate (we see him at a genetic level) and epic (we see him in 
relation to multiple generations)—which is how all human life is, really; we can zoom in or out 
infinitely.  The beauty of fictional narrative is that within the world of the novel, we can freeze 
and focus on these dynamics usually obscured by the complex vicissitudes of life.   
 
Responses to Middlesex 
Unsurprisingly, I am not the first to analyze this best-selling, Pulitzer-winning novel.  
Critics of Middlesex have interpreted Cal through various social, historical, and political lenses, 
looking, for instance, at how Cal’s body fits in with larger tropes regarding cultural origins and 
expectations.  In this literature review section, I offer a brief overview of the ongoing critical 
conversation about this text and its representations. 
Scholars have discussed at length how the diverse narrative threads—migrations and 
courtships, growing up and moving on—align and twist in this work.  For example, Ulrike Kohn 
reads Callie as a “vessel” subject to historically significant social expectations (184) and 
describes parallels between Cal’s gender transition and Cal’s grandparents’ physical migration 
from Greece to America24 and their romantic transition from siblings to spouses (220).  Rachel 
Carroll also speaks to how transitions appear in multiple modes in this work; she asserts that in 
Eugenides’ novel the origins of identity—sexual, gendered, cultural, generational, and genetic—
dominate the narrative (112).  While Kohn focuses on history and Carroll on origins, Debra 
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Shostak emphasizes hybridity: “To be hybrid,” she writes, “does not mean to attain the middle 
between two origins, to be combinatory and to erase differences, but to be something else” 
(385).25  Hybridity functions in this novel in terms of the in-between-ness of immigration, 
economic mobility, and narrative devices, as well as intersexed bodies.  Francisco Collado-
Rodríguez speaks to a similar hybrid state, though he uses different terms: “By problematizing 
traditional binaries related to race, gender, and sex definition, his [Eugenides’] novel finally 
demands the opening of a borderland or ‘third space’ where mixed races and intersex identities 
can coexist” (73).  Unlike many prior critics, I emphasize Cal’s transgender identity rather than 
his intersex body.  While I do build on these concepts of hybridity and non-binary identity, I see 
the hybrid state as one expanded through multiple iterations of and movements among socially 
constructed identities. 
This demand for an “opening” beyond the traditional binary is not recognized by all 
critics of this work, though.  Samuel Cohen argues that Middlesex fails aesthetically because “it 
imposes a false closure on its narrative of the main character’s gender crisis” (371).26  In 
addition, Merton Lee finds the text “inoffensive”27 because Cal at the end is “a stable, happy, 
heterosexual male” (45).  I disagree with such assertions that this novel “imposes healing 
closure” (Cohen 376).  First, at the novel’s end, the relationship with Cal and Julie is just begun, 
not determined; also, Cal’s gender identity is not so clear or stable.  Yes, Callie becomes Cal 
swiftly and decisively—but even this action allows for contradiction and complexity.  Prior to 
getting a major haircut, for example, Cal experiences second thoughts: “What if that girl in the 
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26Cohen links this failure to views of history at the time of this work’s post-9/11 publication. 
 
27In contrast, Serano sees Eugenides’ work as quite offensive; she asserts that he uses intersexuality as a metaphor 




mirror really was me?  How did I think I could defect to the other side so easily?” (Eugenides 
442).  After this moment of hesitation, Cal gives in to the barber’s shears, and then looks again at 
himself in the mirror: “My jaw looked squarer, broader, my neck thicker, with a bulge of Adam’s 
apple in the center.  It was unquestionably a male face, but the feelings inside that boy were still 
a girl’s.  To cut off your hair after a breakup was a feminine reaction” (445).  Though the action 
is decisive, the motivations and implications are nuanced; Cal’s new circumstances include both 
masculine and feminine attributes.  Further, the narrative of Cal in Berlin ends with Julie and Cal 
in bed together, but their union is unconsummated—the next step in their relationship lies ahead 
of them still.  And the narrative of Cal in Detroit ends with Cal standing in the house’s threshold 
during his father’s funeral, an overtly liminal position.  The last lines of the lengthy novel state: 
“I stood in the door for an hour, maybe two.  I lost track after a while, happy to be home, 
weeping for my father, and thinking about what was next” (529).  Middlesex ends with a gesture 
beyond the story, to what is next, what is yet-to-determined.  Evading rigid, closed categories, 
Cal eventually emerges in Middlesex as a character whose body is intersex, sexuality is queered, 
and gender is trans.   
 
Intersex Experiences 
As mentioned before, and in contrast to some previous critics, I am distinguishing the 
strands of sex, sexuality, and gender that combine in Middlesex to form a sense of personal 
identity.  To discuss Cal’s transgender identity, I first need to examine his intersex identity, the 
biological condition that contributes to and complicates his understanding of gendered selfhood 
in this novel.  I am particularly interested in how Cal’s physical body is represented in the textual 




“Intersex,” like “transgender,” is an inclusive term.  Alison Shaw explains that in the 
legal and medical arenas, infants born with ambiguous genitalia are described as having “an 
intersex condition.”  She writes, “The medical and legal term ‘intersex’ or ‘intersexual’ in fact 
encompasses a number of different intersex conditions which are characterized by ambiguities in 
the external sex organs and internal reproductive structures and caused by genetic and hormonal 
irregularities” (21).  This term is not universally accepted, though, since some describe the 
ambiguously sexed body with the antiquated term “hermaphroditism” or the new nomenclature 
of “disorders of sex development (DSDs).”  Elizabeth Reis observes that “hermaphrodite,” 
“intersex,” and “disorders of sex development” have significant differences: the first is historical 
and sensationalistic; the second implies a “third gender, something in between male and female”; 
and the third draws attention to the underlying medical factors at work (154-6).  Regarding the 
newest turn of phrase, DSDs, Reis argues that “divergence of sex development” would make for 
a better phrase, since it moves away from the negative connotations of “disorder” (154).  For the 
purposes of this chapter, I use “intersex,” since that is the more widely accepted and recognized 
term at this time. 
In Middlesex we see multiple examples of how language informs understandings of Cal’s 
identity.  For instance, the first of several supposedly non-fictional texts to appear within the 
novel are entries from the New York Public Library dictionary.  Callie initially looks up 
“hypospadias,” a word she hears doctors use in reference to her genitalia.  After the definition, 
she reads the instruction to “See synonyms at EUNUCH.”  She finds, “eunuch,” then is directed 
to see “hermaphrodite,” and finally is told to see “MONSTER.”  “And that is where I stopped,” 
the narrator tells us (Eugenides 430, font styles maintained).  The medical word leads to the 




objective scientific term, the language moves forward to the deeply emotional and subjective.  
The words are not the same, but they are synonymous, and the language pushes Callie forward in 
her self-understanding. 
This moment tracks with other, actual transgender narratives.  When discussing her 
intersex condition, Cheryl Chase writes that upon learning about her early boyhood and 
clitorectomy, she felt, “I was no longer a woman in my own eyes but rather a monstrous and 
mythical creature” (304).  Stryker explains the origins of such discomfort: “Because most people 
have great difficulty recognizing the humanity of another person if they cannot recognize that 
person’s gender, the gender-changing person can evoke in others a primordial fear of 
monstrosity, or loss of humanness” (Transgender 6).28  By the time we as readers encounter this 
“monster” in Middlesex, though, we have spent over 400 pages witnessing and empathizing with 
Callie’s fragile and powerful humanity.  Clearly she is no monster.  Thus, while critics such as 
Sarah Graham argue that Eugenides’ novel “expresses anxiety about sexual ambiguity by 
associating such hybridity with monstrosity and freakery” (2), I disagree.  The intimate, 
endearing tone of the novel is set up to dismiss such an association. 
Language describes the body, but the body also gives rise to new language.  In our 
current culture, often people with intersex conditions are coerced to fit into gender binaries—to 
be either “he” or “she,” not both or neither.  Shostak observes that the “intersexed body clearly 
challenges conceptual categories” in that it troubles social constructions of gender, sexuality, and 
the body (383).  She cautions us to remember, though, that “because real people also inhabit 
intersexed bodies, suffering the social consequences of their exclusion from normatively 
categorized identities, more is obviously at stake in thinking about intersexuality than theory 
                                               





itself” (383).  While, as Christopher Breu observes, Middlesex does speak to a certain intersex 
experience and explicitly includes many of the goals of the Intersex Society of North America 
(ISNA)—e.g., rights of recognition, self-definition, nonintervention, and agency (104)—this text 
is a fiction, an abstraction of a real status many embody.  As such, Middlesex does not speak for 
actual people with intersex conditions.  Still, though, this protagonist confronts issues of medical 
intervention that are all too common for intersex people in the world today (106).  For example, 
when considering Callie’s palpable sex characteristics, inherited sex chromosomes, observable 
gendered behaviors, and alleged sexual attractions, Dr. Luce determines that Callie should be 
categorized as female.  Despite the inherent ambiguity of the intersex condition, Dr. Luce 
believes, “The chief imperative in cases like mine was to show no doubt as to the gender of the 
child in question” (Eugenides 413).  This doctor wants to operate on Callie to remove any 
suggestion of her being masculine, but his push towards surgery is not medically necessary—it is 
socially and politically motivated because Luce does not want Callie’s genitalia or gender to be 
ambiguous.  Biological and sociological issues are separate strands that are closely interwoven.  
Dr. Luce explains to Milton and Tessie, who as worried parents crave a medical solution for their 
child’s anomalies (405), that “‘Callie is a girl who has a little too much male hormone’” (428).  
He goes on to explain that he will treat her with hormone injections and cosmetic surgery so that 
her “‘outside and inside will conform’” (428).  The medical view of the intersex body is thus 
portrayed as a search for consistency and conformity. 
Intersexuality challenges the very existence of a “true sex” one may conform with.  
Bernice Hausman explains, “In the twentieth century, with the development of technologies such 
as sex chromatin testing and the classification of different kinds of intersexuality […] the notion 




pursue surgical interventions that establish a clear identity, as Dr. Luce would like to do for 
Callie.  Intersex activists today, such as Chase, frequently advocate that intersex infants not be 
operated on unless medically necessary (306).  Regarding such advocacy, Cal comments, “The 
first step in that struggle [to end infant genital reconfiguration surgery] is to convince the 
world—and pediatric endocrinologists in particular—that hermaphroditic genitals are not 
diseased” (Eugenides 106).  When genes, genitalia, and secondary sex characteristics point to 
different identity categories, there is not a singular, true sex, but a conditional, contextual one. 
This novel demonstrates how an intersex individual may articulate and re-articulate who 
he or she is.  Kate Drabinski points to the multiple productions of the self in transgender texts 
and explains, “The demand to give an account of oneself, whether that demand originates in the 
doctor’s office, the family, in intimate relationships, or, at the most basic level, with the self 
itself, fundamentally has shaped transgender identity” (326).  Cal’s experience telling and re-
telling (often with key differences) his life story to doctors, friends, romantic partners, and 
readers shows the complexity inherent in giving an account of one’s self.  His body informs what 
he says, and what he says informs how he experiences his body. 
 The umbrella term “transgender” includes—but is not identical to—the character’s 
intersex identity here.  While the protagonist’s physiological experience is intersex in this novel, 
he chooses to transition genders.  Butler speaks to potential connections between intersex and 
transgender positions, particularly in terms of opposition to “the unwanted legislation of 
identity” and desire for personal options and choices (Undoing 6-7).  Moreover, Davidson notes 
a shared difficulty with how, in current U.S. culture, binary beliefs about gender insist that 
“genitals, sex, and gender must match” (77).29  Though linked, these two categories should not 
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be conflated.30  Cal in this novel, I argue, is both intersex and transgender.  Biologically intersex, 
Cal is raised as Callie, a girl, until a teenager, when he chooses to transition to being a boy.  Cal 
could continue as Callie, or live as a gender non-conforming person, but he chooses instead to 
transition to a masculine identity.  Callie’s biological identity is intersex, but she chooses to 
transition from being a young woman to a man—a transition that demonstrates the distinction 
between biological sex and social gender discussed previously.  Therefore, his lived experience 
adheres to many aspects of an FTM transgender narrative—e.g., he comes out to his family as 
being a gender contrary to the one assumed at birth; and he goes through a somewhat awkward 
stage of learning how to dress, walk, speak, etc., as the other gender.  Building on what previous 
critics have written about how this intersex character experiences gender, I advocate reading Cal 
as a transgender character.  Callie could have made the choice to continue to live as a girl or to 
embrace a non-binary identity.  Instead, Callie becomes Cal; the protagonist opts for a gender 
transition in addition to claiming an intersex identity. 
 
Influential Sexuality 
Now that I have discussed how Cal’s body (his biological sex) affects his sense of 
gender, I turn to how sexuality functions as a distinct, yet highly influential, strand of this 
narrative.  At a crucial point in Middlesex, Dr. Luce explains to Callie’s parents: “‘Gender 
identity is very complex.  It’s not a matter of sheer genetics.  Neither is it a matter of purely 
environmental factors.  Genes and environment come together at a critical moment” (Eugenides 
464).  While Dr. Luce’s argument posits that biology and social environments join to create a 
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clear result, Cal’s lived experience subverts this expectation.  Regarding the influences of nature 
and nurture on gender identity, Cal asserts: 
I don’t fit into any one of these theories.  Not the evolutionary biologists’ and not 
Luce’s either.  My psychological makeup doesn’t accord with the essentialism 
popular in the intersex movement, either.  Unlike other so-called male pseudo-
hermaphrodites who have been written about in the press, I never felt out of place 
being a girl.  I still don’t feel entirely at home among men.  Desire made me cross 
over to the other side, desire and the facticity of my body.  (479) 
Cal argues that the principle motivation for transitioning was sexuality combined with an 
awareness of physiological realities.  A discussion of gender identity swiftly flows into one about 
sexuality; the two are deeply related in this novel.  Shostak asserts that the protagonist thus gives 
priority to his intersex “crocus-penis and her chromosomal status” in large part because of an 
attraction to women (404).  The narrator’s erotic experiences connect directly to his gender 
identity in this moment.  Over the course of this novel, we see how Callie’s adolescent desire to 
exist in a binary, heteronormative matrix gradually develops into Cal’s less rigid view of gender 
and sexuality.  But initially, Callie’s intense internalization of heterosexual norms influences her 
decision to transition genders, as I discuss in this section. 
Cal’s intersex condition seems to demand a conscious choice regarding gender, and his 
sexuality tips the scales towards masculinity.  Some readers—such as Shostak—see this move as 
unimaginative or narrow-sighted, since Callie could have continued life as a girl, retained her 
ambiguous genitalia, and been in romantic relationships with other girls.  I disagree, though, with 
the argument that this choice shows a failure of imagination; the character has actually already 
indicated an awareness that lesbian romantic love is an option.  Cal in this moment is making a 
choice based not on ignorance, but on preference. 
Homosexual desire appears subtly throughout the novel, from several mentions of Aunt 




Inglis, were romantic partners (Eugenides 293).  Regarding the implications of love-making with 
her crush, the Obscure Object (an interestingly genderless moniker for another girl), Callie 
implies she is aware of the existence of same-sex attraction, since such relationships were 
“happening more than ever in 1974” (388).  While Callie asserts, “It was perfectly acceptable at 
Baker & Inglis to get a crush on a fellow classmate,” she also clarifies, “Nevertheless, the ethos 
of the school remained militantly heterosexual” (327).  Aware of the possibility of lesbian 
relationships, Callie still fears not meeting heterosexual expectations; she has an acutely social 
sense of self.  As Carroll observes, the character’s desires exist within a system that emphasizes 
and privileges heterosexuality (118).  We see this in the text when, at a party, Callie interacts 
with the Obscure Object’s brother, Jerome: “In the dark, Jerome’s resemblance to the Obscure 
Object was even more pronounced.  The tawny eyebrows, the butterscotch complexion—here 
they were again, in permissible form” (356).  Once aware that her sexual anatomy is ambiguous, 
Callie seeks an identity that will align sexuality and gender in a heteronormative framework, not 
because she fails to imagine alternatives, but because she desires conformity to perceived and 
internalized societal expectations. 
 Callie’s experience with sexual desire comes to the forefront of the novel when she goes 
away on summer vacation with the Obscure Object and her family.  Two pivotal sexual 
experiences occur: sex with Jerome and sex with the Obscure Object.  In the latter instance, 
Callie has clear agency, but in the former she is remarkably passive.  Drunk and high for the first 
time, Callie lies in a bed with Jerome while Rex, another teenage boy, and the Obscure Object 
make out across the room.  When Jerome begins kissing and groping Callie, she “slipped into the 
body of Rex Reese,” Callie explains, “so that it was me, and not Rex, who kissed her [the 




ask myself if I was having unnatural desires” (375).  By disassociating, Callie experiences the 
pleasure of intimacy with the Obscure Object in a heteronormative form. 
 She is jarred out of this fantasy, though, by Jerome’s penetration of her actual body.  
Regarding this moment, the narrator writes: 
Jerome knew what I was, as suddenly I did, too, for the first time clearly 
understood that I wasn’t a girl but something in between.  I knew this from how 
natural it had felt to enter Rex Reese’s body, how right it felt, and I knew this 
from the shocked expression on Jerome’s face. (Eugenides 375) 
Callie, aware that her physiology is somewhat different than other girls’, has thus far ignored 
how this biology may affect her gender or sexuality.  In this moment, a social, sexual setting, she 
claims for the first time a different gender identity than the one bestowed at birth.  Her 
physiology and sexual desire connect immediately and importantly to her sense of gender 
identity. 
 Once Callie has recognized her desire for the Obscure Object and how “right” she feels in 
the subject position of the masculine sexual partner, she pursues an undefined sexual relationship 
with her crush and best friend.  While the Obscure Object supposedly sleeps, Callie caresses and 
kisses her body (Eugenides 383).  After this initial sexual contact, the Obscure Object appears to 
nonverbally consent by lifting her hips and clenching her hand (384, 386), but she does not say 
how she feels.31  Callie experiments with and explores her body in relation to the Obscure 
Object’s without either of them articulating how they feel or what they desire; their actions and 
experiences construct their unlabeled relationship.  Through Callie’s development of gender 
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wanted to discuss was not the queerness of Callie’s early sexual experiences, but the question of assault.  At no point 
do the passive characters (Callie with Jerome, then the Obscure Object with Callie) give verbal consent.  Since 
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Obscure Object and worries that she is a “slut” (378); neither she nor the Obscure Object appear to see their bodies 




identity, in tandem with her burgeoning sexuality, we see a complicated, individualized sense of 
self gradually start to emerge; Callie wants simultaneously to conform to heterosexual norms, 
and yet she also wants to express her love for other young women. 
As an adolescent, Callie seems to desire, more than anything, normalcy.  With Dr. Luce’s 
recommended surgery and hormones, she would appear to have the genitals and breasts of other 
girls, and achieve this goal.  But she knows that no surgery will change her sexual desires.  
Therefore, she chooses the gender that will align with heterosexual norms.32  Since she feels not 
fully at home as a man or as a woman, her transition appears motivated by the practical concern 
of how she can most easily pursue her sexual desires.  Only over time and with greater 
experience does this character re-think the heteronormative hegemony he grew up with.  Zachary 
Sifuentes notes, “Whether in biological or performative ways, a hermaphrodite’s [sic] sexual 
practice jeopardizes dominant and radical visions of sexuality alike, in which the sustained 
ambiguity of the body unseats the very concept of sexual orientation” (145).  Since Cal is not 
unequivocally on one side of a binary, whatever sexual relationship he has is already queered.  
But this narrator’s adolescent sexual experiences provoke a desire to perform a transition of the 
gender line that aligns his attractions with dominant heterosexual expectations.  Having 
considered how his anatomical body and sexual relationships have initially influenced Cal’s 
interpretation of his gender, I turn now to how his gender changes over the course of the novel, 
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 Biologically intersex and decidedly attracted to women, Cal struggles to come to terms 
with his gender identity by focusing on moments of birth and adolescence, two obviously 
dramatic (and potentially traumatic) moments of physical change in an individual’s life.  Gender 
is tied to Cal’s experience in his body—and attraction to other bodies—but it is also heavily 
influenced by personal development and social interaction.  In this section, I examine moments 
of transition when the protagonist interprets his own gender as aligned with or divergent from 
binary gender expectations.  Callie’s developing teenage body prompts anxiety and curiosity 
about gender image and performance.  Though in adolescence Callie experiences a strong desire 
to conform to societal expectations of femininity, the mature adult Cal expresses a greater 
appreciation for nonconformity and fluidity. 
The first sentence of the novel informs the reader that the narrator “was born twice,” as 
both a baby girl and teenage boy, and the following paragraph details how the narrator has been 
ridiculed, studied, palpated, and loved.  Eugenides then writes, “But now, at the age of forty-one, 
I feel another birth coming on” (3).  Middlesex describes a momentous re-birth.  Kohn suggests 
that this re-birth could refer to his life as a man, as an intersex person, as a member of a hetero 
couple, as a narrator, or even as a mythical entity (194).  While Kohn focuses largely on the 
meaning of this third birth, I am more interested in the fact that an event in this novel commonly 
understood to be singular appears as multiple: Cal is born once, then twice, now thrice, and in the 
future…who knows?  Birth here is reiterative, perpetually possible.  This text is a fecund novel 
about a sterile protagonist.  I interpret the multiplicity here as an indication of ongoing 




The fact that much of the novel focuses on Callie’s adolescent years is key to these 
themes of ambiguity and development.  Rachael McLennan observes that adolescence is a stage 
marked by the discovery and construction of identity; this period in one’s life is liminal and 
ambiguous, since the adolescent is no longer a child and not yet an adult (155).  In her essay 
comparing Danzy Senna’s Caucasia and Eugenides’ Middlesex,33 McLennan asserts that “Cal is 
aware of cultural and personal imperatives to define himself, but is unwilling or unable to 
surrender some of the advantages and privileges that indeterminacy allows” (180).  During her 
early teen years, Callie goes from being unaware of her body, which since childhood had been 
“shrouded in a zone of privacy and fragility” (Eugenides 226), to suddenly being hyper-aware of 
how she appears and feels.  When at summer camp, for example, Callie compares herself to her 
developing peers.  In contrast to their swelling, elongating bodies, Callie sees hers as “the flat 
chest, the nothing hips, the forked, mosquito-bitten legs” (283).  During the schoolyear, 
“Gradually, as most of the other girls in my grade began to undergo their own transformations, I 
began to worry less about possible accidents and more about being left behind, left out” (285).  
Here Callie’s attention is directed outward: Callie does not assert strong feelings of identification 
with a gender, only the desire to meet societal expectations of what her presumed gender looks 
like.  She seeks to modify her body according to cultural practices, as Stryker asserts we all do to 
some degree (Transgender 10). 
Callie’s body’s appearance provokes concern about her gender performance, since she is 
anxiously aware of how she is “read” by those around her.  As the narrator explains, “In a sense, 
I was able to take whatever form was demanded of me.  I only wanted to know the dimensions” 
(Eugenides 434).  Later, when on the road as Cal, the narrator appraises his body and notes with 
                                               




great relief that worrying about “failure to develop” is no longer an issue, since that feminine 
standard has been lifted (452).  The relief comes not from finally inhabiting the “right” body or 
gender, but in no longer having to meet the expectations of an elusive feminine appearance or 
performance.  Cal’s individual sense of self exists in profound relation to understood societal 
expectations.  Regarding cultural expectations of clear feminine or masculine performances, 
Halberstam argues that “gender’s very flexibility and seeming fluidity is precisely what allows 
dimorphic gender to hold sway.”  He continues, “Precisely because virtually nobody fits the 
definitions of male and female, the categories gain power and currency from their impossibility” 
(Female Masculinity 27).  Callie’s desire to develop curves and a menstrual cycle reflects not a 
strong feminine identity, but the keen adolescent angst over being different, abnormal, and left 
out.  Her inner sense of self is affected by how she is socially read; her innate biology and 
feelings of desire interact with societal expectations of what her gender should look like. 
Callie’s biological developments (i.e., her intersex condition) challenge her ability to 
successfully perform a feminine gender identity.  She is socially struggling to pass, to conform, 
and her adolescent insecurity exacerbates her desire to control her unwieldy body.  When at last 
Callie begins to go through puberty, she grows hair in the expected places, her joints ache with 
growing pains, and her voice changes to “a mix of flute and bassoon” (Eugenides 303).  In this 
moment when androgynous children develop sexually distinct features, Eugenides focuses on the 
commonalities between the sexes, not differences.  Height, voice, and hair change for men and 
for women—the key differences relate to breasts and menstruation.  Callie cleverly fakes both, 
with tissues in her bra and theatrical accounts of cramps (361).  Since her biology remains 
unwieldy, she overcompensates with social performances.  Further, the narrator explains, “My 




doing whatever it wanted, my hair remained under my control” (305).  With these theatrics and 
disguises, Callie manages to blend in with her peers.34 
 Although Callie hides and lies about her body’s development to her family and friends, 
she is acutely aware of what is and is not happening.  She struggles to reconcile her ambiguous 
body with binary gender expectations.  For example, the narrator describes what Callie felt 
budding, an “obscure object all her own,” a “kind of crocus,” that she explores in the school 
bathroom (Eugenides 329).35  Also, in the school bathroom, the stalls are decorated with graffiti: 
“Sketched in blue ink were little men with gigantic sexual parts.  And women with enormous 
breasts.  Also various permutations: men with dinky penises; and women with penises, too.  It 
was an education both in what was and what might be” (329).  Eugenides makes clear that 
though Callie does not want to articulate her difference from her peers, she has an intellectual 
curiosity and knowledge of sex and sexuality.  Callie is not sheltered; for example, her brother, 
Chapter Eleven, tells Callie to try masturbation if she has not already, and his college girlfriend 
gives Callie a copy of Our Bodies, Ourselves (316).  In addition, in her first real conversation 
with the Obscure Object, Callie impresses her with knowledge of vibrators and clitoral 
stimulation (334).  Finally, when having sex with the Obscure Object, Callie compares her 
“crocus” to that of her partner, and is aware of their similarities as well as the difference in size 
(388).  Callie appears well educated in terms of physiology and sexuality; her desire to veil her 
development has more to do with fear than ignorance.  She knows that the differences between 
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35When describing Callie’s experience in high school, the narrator remarks, “Is there anyplace as comforting as an 
old, institutional, prewar bathroom?” (328)  This observation stands in sharp contrast to the later experience Cal has 
on the road: “At restaurants I began to use the men’s rooms.  This was perhaps the hardest adjustment.  I was 
scandalized by the filth of men’s rooms” (451).  Like locker rooms, these public bathrooms appear in fiction as in 




the sexes are nuanced, even though socially the genders are divided.  Her struggle to fit into a 
rigid gender binary demonstrates the inadequacy of these categories; hybrid, blended, fluid 
expressions of sex and gender suit her better.  In her adolescence, Callie begins to learn what is 
possible, and she gradually determines what she wants. 
In Middlesex, a cycle emerges in which the protagonist’s sense of identity informs 
behavior, which influences social treatment, and this social treatment affirms identity.  In the 
examples above, Calle performs femininity, but later on she performs masculinity with equal 
success.  For example, when, as a teenager, Cal initially decides to become male-identified, he 
adjusts his behavior to be more masculine (Eugenides 441).  In describing how he “overdid it” 
initially by swaggering, squinting, and refusing to smile, Cal notes that his performance was 
convincing because it was so similar to other teenage boys’ attempts at mimicking masculinity 
(449).  As he hitch-hikes across the country, two RV-ers, Myron and Sylvia, pick Cal up and 
treat him “like a son”; in this moment of being socially male-identified, Cal says he finally gets 
“the hang of it” (450).  Here we see that by striving to be masculine, Cal is treated as such; and 
because he is treated as masculine, his identity is affirmed.   
While Callie and young Cal try to adhere socially to binary gender performances, the 
mature narrator acknowledges his blurred and blended identity; throughout this novel, the 
protagonist experiences an ongoing increase in self-knowledge, recognition, and acceptance.  As 
he narrates his life story, Cal frequently describes how his behavior can be understood in terms 
of gender experiences and expectations.  For example, when describing the phallic hot dog 
commercials that aired during childhood, the narrator observes, “I certainly noticed, because I 
was a girl at the time and those ads were designed to get my attention” (Eugenides 277).  Also, 




vague creepy way of a sister with a brother, a new solitary pastime of Chapter Eleven’s” (279).  
But at the same time that Cal identifies with Callie’s straight, feminine role here, he also reads a 
masculine side to her interests, exemplified in how Callie thrilled to the blood and violence of 
The Iliad (322).  In addition, Cal occasionally questions how gender factors in at all, troubling 
any tidy links we might make, as when Callie suspects that teenage boys have planned to get her 
and the Obscure Object drunk and high, and Cal wonders: “Here’s a question I still can’t answer: 
Did I see through the male tricks because I was destined to scheme that way myself?  Or do girls 
see through the tricks, too, and just pretend not to notice?” (371)  In Middlesex, the degree to 
which the protagonist’s actions and interests can be attributed to a certain gender vary widely; 
the adolescent motivations and later adult interpretations are difficult to pin down. 
In Middlesex, Eugenides represents the formation of gender identity as a multi-tiered 
process.  The narrator experiences gender identity as part of a full sense of self that includes 
sociality, physiology, sexuality, and self-expression.  The body may be where gendered 
expectations begin, but this protagonist’s sense of gendered identity changes rapidly over the 
course of adolescence and early adulthood.  In order to discuss the transgender experience 
represented here, I will next discuss transitions that appear in terms of character identifications, 
locations, ethnicities, and narrative perspectives.  By demonstrating multiple ways that 
individuals may change their identities and stories over time, Eugenides situates gender as one 
identifying aspect among many—and also indicates that this aspect may be conditional and 







Identities in Transition 
This novel is at once historical and postmodern, tragic and comedic, wryly self-aware and 
achingly sincere.  In an interview with James Schiff regarding Middlesex, Eugenides explains: 
Well, it seemed to me that it’s a novel about many different transformations of 
identity.  You have the grandparents being brother and sister, then man and wife; 
they begin as Greeks and they become Americans.  There are lots of different 
changes.  Jimmy Zizmo begins as a Greek bootlegger and ends up as the founder 
of the Nation of Islam, and the central change, of course, is Calliope becoming 
Cal, this girl taking on a male identity.  (116) 
In his own summary, the novelist emphasizes that gender is one among many forms of 
identification—it contributes to but does not define the central plot here.  The gender identity of 
the protagonist is simultaneously the center of the story and yet another iteration of an ongoing 
theme of development; Cal’s transition is significant, but it is held within the context of many 
other changes and choices—for example, movements of migration, character developments, and 
shifting point of view—thus demonstrating the complexity of personal identity.  Building on 
prior scholarship, I offer an expansion: This narrative abounds with transitions and 
transformations that expand our social understanding of selfhood.   
Middlesex seems to start with a binary: the central character is born twice, first as Callie 
and then as Cal (Eugenides 3).  The Callie/Cal binary quickly becomes unstable, though, because 
not only does the narrator feel another rebirth coming on, but this fictional memoir blurs the lines 
between Callie’s girlhood and Cal’s adulthood—the man who narrates is influenced by the girl 
he was, and the adolescent character looks ahead to who he will be.  The binary upset, a triptych 
appears to emerge: the story takes place in three countries (Turkey, U.S., Germany); it tells of 
three generations (Lefty and Desdemona, Tessie and Milton, Cal/Callie); and the protagonist 
appears in three narrative roles (Cal as narrator, Cal as character, Callie as character).  But again, 




epic proliferation of identities, movements, and transformations, as I will show in the section 
ahead. 
The three major locales of this novel—Asia Minor, the United States, and Europe—
already trouble a binary East/West understanding of world travel.  Then the more details this 
narrative provides, the more complex these patterns of migration become.  For example, within 
Asia Minor, Lefty and Desdemona move from Bithynios to Smyrna to Athens; and in the United 
States, Cal moves from Detroit to New York City to San Francisco.  Within Detroit, Tessie and 
Milton move the family from the poorer Hurlbut Street to middle-class Indian Village to upper-
middle-class Middlesex.  Not only are locations multiply crossed in Middlesex, but nationalities 
become blurred and blended as well.  At the chronological start to this story, for example, 
siblings Lefty and Desdemona live in Bithynios, a village in Turkey populated by Greeks.  
Eugenides explains that the Greek army has recently re-taken this village, but before long in this 
story, the Turks will re-invade (Eugenides 21).  Thus the “original” nationality of the 
Stephanideses is unclear; they are Greeks in Turkey.  There are other global influences as well, 
since Lefty dresses in American garb and sings American songs (23).  While in Greece, Lefty 
already blends American style into his behaviors, just as while in America, he will blend Greek 
style.  Thus even before immigrating, Lefty occupies a non-singular sense of national identity; 
the two cultures are not separate but borrow from one another.  Further, Lefty insists he is French 
in order to leave Smyrna (61), and Desdemona later alleges that she has mixed Turkish and 
Greek heritage in order to get a job in Detroit.  When interviewing at the silk factory, 
Desdemona realizes that she must loosen her tight definition of Greek identity: “‘Everybody 
mixed.  Turks, Greeks, same same” (145).  Middlesex demonstrates not a linear movement from 




 Turning from the nation to the home, in this novel the family members each experience 
transitions and transformations over the course of their lifetimes.  As mentioned, this epic novel 
charts the courses of three generations of the Stephanides family: Lefty and Desdemona; Milton 
and Tessie; and Cal/Callie.  But within these three generations, individuals inhabit multiple 
roles—since spouses are also siblings and cousins—and demonstrate inter-generational linkages 
(e.g., Cal looks like Lefty (Eugenides 524)).  Further, though Callie transitioning to Cal is the 
most emphasized change in identity, this movement has roots in Callie’s childhood (e.g., she is 
affectionately called “Cal” by both her father and brother) and continues a long-standing family 
tradition of transition: Eleutherios becomes Lefty, Miltiades becomes Milton, Theodora becomes 
Tessie, Sourmelina becomes Lina, Jimmy Zizmo becomes Minister Fard, and Callie’s brother 
becomes Chapter Eleven.  Whether they change due to geographical, spiritual, sexual, or 
financial reasons, throughout the course of these characters’ lives, they evolve in their 
articulation of self.  The narrator speaks to this common thread of life-time change when he 
explains, “After I returned from San Francisco and started living as a male, my family found 
that, contrary to popular opinion, gender was not all that important.  My change from girl to boy 
was far less dramatic than the distance anybody travels from infancy to adulthood” (520).  Cal 
goes on to describe the ways in which though he lives as a man, he still assumes the dutiful 
daughterly role with his mother (520); the past self is not discarded, just repurposed.  Chapter 
Eleven goes to college and returns “another person” (312), and Callie leaves Detroit and returns 
as Cal—but then both Chapter Eleven and Cal continue to grow and change over the years that 
follow.  In Eugenides’ novel, seeming contradictions collide to become new possibilities. 
The narrative thus shows that the transition from one self to another is neither linear nor 




successors.  This cycle is described in the marriage ceremony between Lefty and Desdemona: 
“We Greeks get married in circles, to impress upon ourselves the essential matrimonial facts: 
that to be happy you have to find variety in repetition; that to go forward you have to come back 
where you began” (Eugenides 69).  Within the completeness of the circle, there is infinity; the 
process does not stop, but repeats with differences.  Cal at 41 reflects back at Callie at 14 and 
evolves in his understanding.  Likewise, memories in this narrative change and develop.  For 
example, when Cal tells Desdemona that he is “more or less” a boy now, she remarks that her 
mother told her, “In the village, long time ago, they use to have sometimes babies who were 
looking like girls.  Then—fifteen, sixteen—they are looking like boys!” (526)  This memory 
stands in contrast to her earlier attempted recollection: “Desdemona recalled her mother telling 
stories about strange infants born in the village.  They came every few generations, babies who 
were sick in some way, Desdemona couldn’t remember exactly—her mother had been vague” 
(117).  Over time, the same character experiences, recalls, and interprets events differently. 
 Over time, too, the characters age.  With age, Eugenides asserts, comes a shifted sense of 
time.  Regarding Lefty’s post-stroke decline, the narrator observes, “Chunks of his life fell away, 
so that while we were moving ahead in time, he was moving back” (Eugenides 267).  Similarly, 
Cal’s desire to recount his life story arises from a sense that aging ties him more closely to his 
family history.  The narrator explains that as an adolescent, “I hadn’t gotten old enough yet to 
realize that living sends a person not into the future but back into the past, to childhood and 
before birth, finally, to commune with the dead” (425).  The present, the past, and the future are 
all mutually influential; this narrative time travels in all directions. 
Just as the content demonstrates a circular, generative sense of time, so too does the form; 




novel blurs the edges between character and speaker, past and present, realism and myth.  This 
story is intentionally impossible, the work of a postmodern author more interested in story than 
reality.  Middlesex as a textual body encompasses seemingly contradictory statuses: it is both a 
novel by Jeffrey Eugenides and a memoir by Cal Stephanides.  The narrator explains that when 
his epic becomes widely read, he will become famous for his condition and story (Eugenides 19).  
This introductory claim to the “Matchmaking” chapter places the narrative both in the context of 
other literary works on this subject and in relation to the readers of the text.  The reader is doubly 
positioned: we are reading a fiction performing as nonfiction.  In terms of narrative voices in this 
text, we have Eugenides-the-writer, Cal-the-omniscient-writer, Cal-the-limited-writer, Cal-the-
character, and Callie-the-character.  And, significantly, this narrative of intersexuality also 
includes intertextuality; there are three instances when documents written by someone other than 
Cal appear: the dictionary entries, the medical report, and the strip club flyer (as I will discuss at 
length in the following section).36  In addition to the various points of view in this narrative, 
there are various points in time: Cal’s present life, Cal’s earlier life as Callie, and Cal’s family 
history.  With such a narrative assemblage, one may wonder how all these threads of expression 
hang together. 
In an interview with Jonathan Safran Foer, Eugenides explains that he finally gained 
confidence in his narrator when he allowed Cal to “zigzag between first and third person.”  
Eugenides explains that the novel, like the narrator, is intended to be hybrid: “Part third-person 
epic, part first-person coming-of-age tale.”  He goes on to describe the work as a “novelistic 
genome.”  In addition, Eugenides tells Foer, “I couldn’t inhabit Cal’s consciousness without 
                                               
36Also, at key moments, the narrative point of view moves beyond the central characters entirely, as when the 
narrator describes the thoughts of General Hajienestis, commander of the Greek army (43), and Mr. Go, patron of 




knowing his entire clan, without putting him into perspective as a child like any other, with 
parents and grandparents.”  In Middlesex, we learn who Cal is from how he interacts with 
others—this novel is inherently relational.  In his interview with Schiff, Eugenides observes that 
by tempering his postmodernism with narrative traditions and by creating a narrator who 
combines first-person and third-person voices, he offers a mix of modes that “break the rules” of 
point of view (103, 110).  The structure, like the content, refuses a stable, bimodal approach to 
being. 
Throughout Middlesex, Eugenides moves not only between first- and third-person points 
of view, but also between past and present.  A clear example appears in his description of the 
destruction in Smyrna.  Four different sections, each separated by a line break, depict flashes of 
what occurs.  The first lines of these section include: “Dr. Philobosian stepped out into the 
street…”; “The heat precedes the fire”; “When they hear knocking they jump”; “The fire bore 
down on the crowd at the quay” (Eugenides 57-59).  In this description of a singular moment in 
time, Eugenides writes in past tense, then present, in present tense, then past.  He shifts like the 
fire from place to place, consistent and evasive at once.  Just as Cal asserts that he would like to 
wield language that contains “complicated hybrid emotions,” such as “‘the happiness that attends 
disaster’” (217), he also struggles to contain in language complicated hybrid events and 
reactions.  Everything happens all at once, but can only be examined piece by piece. 
Not only does the syntax shift present and past tenses, but the present narrator accesses 
memories of the past.  Cal explains that this story weaves together the movements of family 
members and inherited traits through time (Eugenides 4).  The first part of the novel all takes 
place before the narrator is even born; for example, near the beginning of the novel the narrator 




my grandmother Desdemona Stephanides ordered my brother to get her silkworm box” (4).  In 
addition, the narrator frequently takes obvious liberties, such as the scene in which he describes 
the Electric Park being open and lit though historically it would not be (110).  Here we have an 
impossible point of view that simultaneously underlines Cal’s unique authority and undermines 
reliance on factual, linear progressions; the narrative voice transitions across boundaries of time 
and perspective that should be impermeable. 
And yet, this omniscient narrator is contradictorily bound by limits.  For example, 
regarding Jimmy Zizmo’s disappearance, the narrator says, “I can take you this far and no 
further,” and postulates various motivations and consequences for the character (Eugenides 125).  
This limit is artificial.  Cal has already revealed his depth of insight; this boundary of knowledge 
is false.  And yet Cal insists on inserting doubt into important events in the text; for example, 
regarding his conception, Cal notes, “a narrator in my position (prefetal at the time) can’t be 
entirely sure about any of this” (9).  In a further mirroring of the story’s subject, the style of 
writing and the narrative structure develop over time.  Both content and form vary and change 
unpredictably, testing the limits of the reader’s grasp. 
I find that the narrative voice abandons authority because there is no “true” story or self 
to report: Cal’s gender identity is performed variably depending on context, just as his Greek 
family performs ethnicity or his narrative performs generic conventions.  By linking gender 
identity transition with these other aspects of one’s self, with these other transitions one can 
experience, Eugenides demonstrates how traditional social categories cannot adequately address 
the diversity of an individual’s life.  This story of a transgender experience arises within a social 
context of other more-or-less acceptable identity transitions and within a diverse narrative 




The multiplicity of Middlesex speaks to postmodern excess and imaginative possibility.  
Within each aspect of self—nationality, say, or gender identity—Eugenides demonstrates the 
parts that create that aspect, and the parts that create those, and so forth.  Rather than identity 
equaling the sum of one’s parts, identity here becomes a fractal design.  The country can be 
divided into cities, the cities into neighborhoods, the neighborhoods into houses; likewise, the 
family can be divided into generations, the generations into individuals, the individuals into 
genes.  Just as the largest category can encompass many lesser elements, the smallest part (the 
house called Middlesex, the enzyme called 5-alpha reductase) can influence the greater whole.  
The ambitious Middlesex suggests a move away from a strict binary understanding and toward a 
diffuse, collective, abundant identity.  Through this demonstration of the complexity and 
diversity of personal experiences, the text shows how individual identity refuses to be bound by 
strict social categories. 
 
Identity Expressions 
Recognizing fluidity and diversity can be challenging, though, since social mores tend to 
insist on the desirability of stability and the monstrosity of ambiguity.  But as we have seen, an 
intersex condition and strong sexual desires have created a moment of confusion and instability 
for this protagonist—Callie has to reckon with the mis-match between self-recognition and social 
expectations.  Cal’s transgender move occurs when, as an older teenager, he fully realizes others’ 
interpretations of his identity and recognizes his own self-knowledge.  In this section, I analyze 
key narrative moments representing Cal’s gender tension and transition.  First I examine how 
language and gender expression become linked in this novel—notably in medical records and a 




gradually becomes aware of his inclusion of both masculine and feminine elements.  After an 
adolescence spent trying to fit into a gender binary, as Cal ages he finally accepts a more fluid 
way of becoming.  This narrative includes both personal assertions and social interpellations of 
his transgendered being.  Cal’s experience of gender is highly performative, inherently personal, 
and profoundly social; he narrates how he has been read, creating an ongoing, influential loop 
between self and others. 
Cal explains that when, as an adolescent, his gender was being analyzed, Dr. Luce 
examined his prose to see if it was in a “linear, masculine” or “circular, feminine” style 
(Eugenides 20).  Cal asserts that “despite my androgenized brain, there’s an innate feminine 
circularity in the story I have to tell” (20).  By emphasizing the importance of literary style, and 
the blend of masculine and feminine elements intrinsically present, Eugenides makes clear that 
pronouns may be the overt sign of gender in language, but they are by no means the only verbal 
marker of this quality.  “Luce was interested in the gender giveaways of my prose, of course,” 
Cal observes.  “He measured my jouissance against my linearity.  He picked up on my Victorian 
flourishes, my antique diction, my girls’ school propriety” (418).  Cal is aware that he is both 
subject and author of this tale; he writes with a keen awareness that this gender narrative is being 
read. 
This recollection of Dr. Luce’s analysis serves not only to highlight potentially gendered 
elements of the prose, but also to remind the reader that this memoir is not the first time Cal has 
told his life story (Eugenides 418).  Additionally, even if Cal’s memoirs are accurate to the best 
of his knowledge, the information is filtered through many years and subject positions.  For 
example, regarding a high school locker-room scene, the narrator comments: 
I look back now (as Dr. Luce urged me to do) to see exactly what twelve-year-old 




there a shiver of arousal in her?  Did flesh respond beneath goalie pads?  I try to 
remember, but what comes back is only a bundle of emotions: envy, certainly, but 
also disdain.  Inferiority and superiority all at once.  Above all, there was panic.  
(297) 
Here are multiple points of view—the “I” in the text is both Callie and Cal—as well as multiple, 
simultaneous emotions (envy, disdain, panic).  Is this narrator masculine or feminine?  Aroused 
or afraid?  Reliable or variable?  Cal’s interweaving stories of his own development create 
openings for multiple transitions and various interpretations.  
Because the narrator of this tale is not entirely dependable and often contradictory, key 
plot developments are produced as mimetic representations of outside documents; this 
incorporation of outside voices contributes both to the postmodern aesthetic of the work and to 
the narrative trope of multiplicity.  While Eugenides takes liberties with textual formatting in 
other sections—e.g., the various fonts for slogans on billboards of Detroit (81) and the sermons 
of Minister Fard in all caps (155)—he includes mimetic documentation of the dictionary entries, 
medical report, and strip club signage, highlighting both their importance and narrative 
credibility.  These texts demonstrate Cal’s experience being defined and described by others, 
which ultimately leads to the narrator’s choice to re-define himself. 
As mentioned previously, the first instance of Callie reading others’ interpretations of her 
gender identity comes in the New York Public Library scene.  While still reeling from this 
lexical discovery, she encounters her medical file.  This moment marks a crucial turning point 
when Callie realizes that the gender narrative she has told Dr. Luce has not only been interpreted 
but also re-written.  When Callie clandestinely reads her medical report, we do not see this 
information filtered through the narrator; rather, the document is represented in full, 
distinguished by an all-caps heading of “PRELIMINARY STUDY: GENETIC XY (MALE) 




Dr. Luce’s report gives a comprehensive description of how Callie does or does not conform to 
certain gender expectations and insists that Callie’s “sex of rearing” determines a “feminine 
gender identity” (437).  Throughout the report and after, the narrator offers no insight into 
Callie’s thoughts or feelings.  Rather, there is a gaping absence of inner thought; the response we 
see is Callie packing her more boyish clothing and then writing a note to her parents, a note in 
which she asserts: “I am not a girl.  I’m a boy,” and then signs the note “Callie” (438-9), a 
juxtaposition that illuminates her conflict.  This pivotal moment in the text occurs without the 
narrative voice explaining what the clinical report means or why it matters.  The report and note 
are simply presented as-is.  Stephanie Hsu comments on this “metafictional” moment: “Citing 
the clinical report is a stylistic gesture that references the scholastic process of self-actualization 
that intersexed authors commonly recount in their own personal and political writing” (90).  
Kohn also points to this report as a notable exception to how other characters’ stories appear 
filtered through Cal (211).  This report that tells Cal who he is (chromosomally, descriptively, 
hormonally, and behaviorally) creates a moment when the narrator falls silent and reacts rather 
than reflects.  This moment reveals that there is perhaps something unspeakably profound about 
who we are and how we respond to others’ narratives about us. 
While other critics have engaged with the medical document included in this novel, none 
have addressed the Sixty-Niners strip club advertisement that later appears.  This instance 
contrasts sharply with the “official” dictionary and medical documents since it is as gaudy and 
irreverent as those are authoritative and serious; its tone and content challenge the style of the 
previous texts, just as Cal’s behavior challenges the content.  In funky 1970s script the poster 
announces: “69ERS PRESENTS Octopussy’s Garden Melanie the MerMaid! Ellie and her 




woMan No GimMick!  The Real McCoy!” (Eugenides 481)  Rather than printing this 
announcement awkwardly in standard text (as I have here), Eugenides includes this poster as an 
image, including a drawn hand pointing to the “The God HERmaphRODitus” line.  In this San 
Franciscan section of the narrative, we see Cal form relationships with an intersex performer, 
Zora, and a transgender performer, Carmen, and we see him become educated about “what 
varieties we hermaphrodites came in” (494).  Cal chooses to display his ambiguous genitalia as 
part of a “special attraction.”  Unlike the clinical experiences he has gone through thus far, this 
spectacular experience brings Cal into community.  He performs his sex as he has performed his 
gender; he understands that others will have narratives about him, but he is also beginning to 
determine his own active role.  Such an experience helps Cal develop his own sense of self, 
beyond how he has previously understood his identity in terms of medical or historical 
authorities.  When he returns from California, his mother asks, “‘Don’t you think it would have 
been easier just to stay the way you were?’” and Cal is able to respond: “‘This is the way I was’” 
(520).  This moment of claiming identity demonstrates that the transition he has made is not from 
one self to another, but from concealment to recognition.  He can go outside the official 
categories and make his own personal choices.  Callie has become Cal in a move that claims a 
transgender identity and pushes back against the authoritative readings of his body. 
At this point, we have seen the narrator move from an early adolescence, in which Callie 
strove to make her intersex body conform to feminine norms, to a late adolescence, in which Cal 
claims a masculine identity.  Callie has always known on some level that she was atypical in her 
development; for instance, when Tessie makes an appointment with a gynecologist, Callie feels 
dread of what this visit might reveal (Eugenides 350).  Also, the chapter “Flesh and Blood” 




something I knew all along and yet didn’t know” (361).  Yet, as a young girl, she does not have 
the experience or vocabulary to articulate this sense of self to the adults in her life.  Therefore 
she fears what these authorities will tell her about herself, how they will interpret who she is.  
Not until the biological language regarding sex (i.e., Callie’s medical exams in New York) 
comes into relation with the social language regarding gender (i.e., Cal’s education in San 
Francisco) does Cal have access to a full discourse regarding his identity. 
After this young adult transition, Cal operates as a man, since 5-alpha reductase 
deficiency syndrome allows for full testosterone synthesis (Eugenides 41).   But just as Dr. Luce 
incorrectly read Callie as firmly feminine, it would be an error to read Cal as fully masculine.  
The interactions and interpretations described here trouble straightforward readings of feminine 
or masculine social performances—and this sense of variability gradually builds to the adult 
Cal’s acceptance of a more fluid, inclusive sense of gender.  As narrator, Cal asserts, “Already 
latent inside me, like the future 120 mph serve of a tennis prodigy, was the ability to 
communicate between the genders, to see not with the monovision of one sex but the stereoscope 
of both” (Eugenides 269).  Cal demonstrates this non-singular vision at multiple times 
throughout the text, particularly when describing his adult life in Germany.  For example, when 
he encounters prostitutes in Berlin, he claims his feelings about them “were not a man’s.”  He 
explains that they were a girl’s reproachfulness, disdain, and empathy (307).  Cal also remarks 
that Calliope “surfaces” occasionally: “Suddenly there she is again, doing a hair flip, or checking 
her nails” (42).  He goes on to observe that when he feels “her girlish walk” taking over, “the 
movement brings back a kind of emotion, a desolate and gossipy sympathy for the girls I see” 
(42).  The bodily behavior inspires an emotional resonance.  Cal has chosen to function socially 




Following the legacy of identity transitions in each generation, Cal appears as the latest 
iteration of an ongoing pattern: how you are at birth does not determine who you will become.  
Over the course of the novel, this narrator learns new language, explores more options, and 
expresses greater acceptance of ambiguity.  Middlesex details an individual’s journey, a heroic 
exploration into personal identity.  Cal’s struggle to explain and express himself—his life 
story—pulls the reader into social connection with him; we see this character as he is, 
contradictory and complicated, bound to the past and open to the future.  His sense of 
masculinity and femininity become real to the reader, and we recognize how his identity 
develops based on time and social context.  At the beginning of Bodies That Matter, Butler asks: 
“Is there a way to link the question of the materiality of the body to the performativity of 
gender?” (xi)  She goes on to explain how sexual difference is both material and discursive.  She 
observes that “performativity must be understood not as a singular or deliberate ‘act,’ but rather 
as the reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names” 
(xii).  Butler proposes that the construction of identity is a “temporal process” in which 
reiterations produce stability (xix).  Thus meaning and material are linked.  Though the 
characters in literature are bodiless, and the imaginative work of character development abstract, 
fictions do indeed create temporal, reiterative processes in which we comprehend the quality of 
different selves.  Characters exist through discourse.  From the first chapter to the last, there is 
change, development, and contradiction.  Fiction lays this fact bare: The narrative of a person 
can create the person.  Perhaps Eugenides said it best in the scene where Michael Antoniou 
explains that people live by telling stories: “What’s the first thing a kid says when he learns how 
to talk?  ‘Tell me a story.’  That’s how we understand who we are, where we come from.  Stories 





I believe that we are who we say we are—but what we say can change.  Eugenides’ novel 
shows this concept in action, as Cal comes into a greater understanding of how he connects to his 
history and future.  He is an individual ineluctably enmeshed in relationships with his family and 
larger society.  Just as he comes together with other people to form community externally, 
internally his sex, sexuality, and gender come together like separate strands of the same fabric.  
We make up our societies, and we are made up ourselves.  (And Cal is especially made up, since, 
well, he is fictional.)  In this narrative that weaves together threads of ethnicity and chronology, 
medicine and culture, performance and passion, we see myriad opportunities for development 
and renewal.  Middlesex moves beyond binaries to a world of excess, infinitely variable and 
repeatable.  At the end of the novel, Cal reflects that Middlesex as a home was “a place designed 
for a new type of human being, who would inhabit a new world.  I couldn’t help feeling, of 
course, that that person was me, me and all the others like me” (Eugenides 529).  As mentioned, 
the novel ends with Cal occupying thresholds: the beginning of a new romantic relationship with 
Julie in the present and the beginning of his male-identified role in the Stephanides family in the 
past.  In Middlesex, in the words of Cal’s intersex friend Zora, those beyond the gender binary 
are “‘what’s next’” (490).  After nearly 600 pages of story-telling, Cal’s narrative has finally 
begun—again. 
Middlesex starts with an abundance of information, which the author then explains and 
expands; this novel proliferates with openings and opportunities for remaking the self.  Jay 
Prosser explains that to identify as transsexual or transgender is to own one’s displacement, to 
acknowledge that one is a “subject in transition, moving beyond or in between sexual difference” 




movement “pushes up against the very feasibility of identity” (3).  In addition, Prosser asserts 
that gender transitions are narrative work, since such changes to one’s body necessitate a 
reshaping of one’s life story (4).  Regarding his own hormonal changes, Prosser observes that his 
“body had brought transition to the surface, embodied it as transsexual bodies in a 
disconcertingly literal way not unlike bodies ‘in between’ racial difference do” (3).  Such a 
comparison between gendered and racially ambiguous bodies speaks to how such identities 
appear as socially legible—or not.  In the next chapter, I turn to representations of race in order 
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CHAPTER 2: TRANS RACE 
RECOGNITION AND TRANSITION IN YOUR FACE IN MINE 
 
Narrative fiction provides a controlled wilderness, an opportunity to be and to become the Other.  The stranger.  




In the Netherlands in 2018, a 69-year-old man named Emile Ratelband petitioned a court 
to change his birth certificate, since he felt he was a different age than the one assigned at birth.  
Ratelband explained, “Because nowadays, in Europe and in the United States, we are free 
people. […] We can make our own decisions if we want to change our name, or if we want to 
change our gender.  So I want to change my age.  My feeling about my body and about my mind 
is that I’m about 40 or 45” (Domonoske).  While this story made some headlines, once the Dutch 
court rejected Ratelband’s petition, the topic largely died.  In contrast, when in 2015 Rachel 
Dolezal claimed that she was a different race than the one assigned at birth, that story gained 
massive media attention.  The reality of transgender experience—and the increasing cultural, 
medical, and legal support of transgender individuals—has led to other questions regarding 
presumed facts of personal identity.  While the notion that a person could choose their own age 
causes little outrage (after all, “fifty is the new thirty”), the idea that one could self-identify as a 
different race—i.e., be transracial—has provoked a much different response.  In the past few 
years, the concept of transracial37 identity has been explored in news coverage, social media 
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posts, academic conference panels, and Netflix documentaries.  All these accounts include 
intense reactions to this idea that race could be a choice; the volume on this conversation is 
turned up—and I want to look at why. 
Many of the problems that arise when discussing the actual case of Dolezal are explored 
in the thought experiment of fiction, specifically in Jess Row’s 2014 speculative novel Your 
Face in Mine, which describes race identity transitions.  The concept of transracial identity hits a 
nerve in our current culture, and by working through this idea in an imaginative context, we can 
better understand how we relate to race today.  Race, like many other identity labels, is largely 
socially determined.  Part of this determination arises from our language concerning race, as well 
as the stories we tell of who someone is, how they are perceived, and what groups they belong 
to.  Fictional narratives offer a provocative, imaginative space to work out feelings related to 
identity; through individual stories we can sort out what is possible within broad social 
categories.  Literature illustrates an individual experience, and we as readers can examine the 
relevance of this example within the society of the novel and within the society beyond the text.   
In this chapter, I will first discuss how we understand race—and transrace issues—in our 
contemporary U.S. society, and then turn to how race has appeared in literature generally.  After 
establishing this context, I will delve into Row’s novel, particularly in terms of its multiple 
narrative perspectives on race.  I contend that the two primary characters in the text, Kelly 
Thorndike and Martin Wilkinson (née Lipkin), demonstrate different understandings of personal 
identity by how they each choose to cross racial lines.  Aided by the power of radical medical 
technology and the absence of close attachments to personal histories, Martin and Kelly escape 
their natal white identities and fashion themselves as an African-American man and a Chinese-
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American man, respectively.  In effect, Kelly privileges social understandings of race over his 
personal history and chooses to “pass,” while Martin privileges his personal narrative over social 
norms and chooses to “transition.”  Both characters seek to escape their life circumstances 
through changed racial embodiments.  This speculative novel centers on the question: Can race 
be a choice?  While Kelly seeks to escape into his new racial identity and forget his troubled 
past, Martin wants to “come out” as transracial and inspire others to follow suit.  The terms 
Martin brings in—trans-R community, Racial Identity Dysphoria—appear as overt 
appropriations of established language in the transgender movement, and they underline the 
impact of language on understandings of identity. 
Martin’s transracial identity especially helps us address the question “What is race?” in a 
thought-provoking way because it points away from a historical, social understanding of race and 
towards a personal, individual feeling about race.  Characters in this novel discuss and 
experience race like individuals do in our real society, but they extend the conversation in a new 
direction.  We generally recognize that racial categories are constructed and subject to 
permutation—over time, for example, or across cultures.  This novel posits not only that social 
understandings change, but that one person can change their own racial category.  Martin 
represents individual choice in what has historically been a profoundly social identity 
classification. 
Row’s novel has its flaws.  The story often seems to conflate ethnicity and race, the 
female characters all want to sleep with the male protagonist (for quite unclear reasons to this 
reader), and the dialogue regarding race can get overly didactic.  Further, because the text offers 




ultimately a provocative, creative story.  While not yet studied by academic literary scholars,38 
this Penguin Random House novel has been reviewed by NPR, The New York Times, The Boston 
Globe, Publishers Weekly, and Los Angeles Times, among others, and the American Library 
Association’s Booklist has positively recommended the work to book clubs, libraries, educators, 
and book sellers.  Since contemporary readers are discussing the themes and questions of Your 
Face in Mine, clearly this text is already part of our ongoing conversations about narrative, race, 
and identity.  This novel speaks to the value we place on an individual’s claim (i.e., “your truth”) 
in the context of generally accepted social norms (i.e., “the real world”).  Your Face in Mine 
provocatively explores two moments of racial recognition: self-identification and social 
affirmation of that identity.  The contested issue of someone transitioning from one race to 
another brings to the forefront the question of whether the claims of the individual take 
precedence over larger social understandings of identity categories.  When a subject, like Martin, 
insists on a transracial identity, it draws into sharp relief not only how we understand race, but 
also how we understand the balance between personal agency and social perceptions.  While 
Row’s focus is on why characters choose to change races, I am more interested in how these 
transitions reveal the high stakes and tensions between individual choices and social 
expectations. 
The social construction of identity is culturally and historically dependent; we can be 
“read” as different selves based on different markers and contexts.  Race is a particularly 
unstable identity category, and literary fiction creates an innovative and insightful avenue for 
exploring this complex topic of racial transition.  As Row’s novel demonstrates, imagining 
fictional racial possibilities creates fertile ground for discussing contemporary racial identities.  
                                               




We ascribe certain meanings to certain bodies, but bodies are also agential; bodies both are 
matter and do matter. 
 
Responses to Transracial Identity 
Affective and philosophical responses to this question of whether a transracial identity is 
viable vary widely.  I will first look at how the general media has addressed this question, and 
then turn to academic discussions.  Linkages to extant transgender discussions appear frequently 
in both realms, which I will briefly examine.  By exploring the conversational—and 
controversial—context concerning transracialism, I hope to show both the necessity of 
continuing to work through this concept, as well as the potential utility of doing so in a fictional 
arena.  In this section I will start by giving greater context regarding Dolezal’s narrative, which 
anchors this exploration in the real world.  I will then move to a discussion of transracial identity 
in a more abstract, speculative dimension—that of literary fiction. 
The intense attention given Dolezal arose partly due to her timing.  When she, a self-
identified black woman39 working as an Africana studies instructor and NAACP chapter 
president in Spokane, WA, was publicly revealed as white, she declared herself transracial 
(Johnson).  In that same summer, when then-named Bruce Jenner, reality TV celebrity and 1976 
Olympic decathlon gold medalist, “a symbol of masculinity as interwoven into American culture 
as the Marlboro Man,” was questioned about his feminizing plastic surgery, he announced that 
he is transgender (Bissinger).  These two events sparked national conversations about the 
meanings of gendered and racialized identity.  Some argued that to transition genders was fine—
even brave—but that race was a different story; some asserted that neither shift in identity was 
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acceptable.  Whereas Caitlyn Jenner earned numerous accolades for her transgender advocacy 
(e.g., the Arthur Ashe Courage Award), Dolezal was largely excoriated for her transition.  In part 
because these figures gained attention simultaneously, the concepts of transgender and 
transracial identity became linked.  Many conservatives ridiculed the idea of transracial identity 
in order to also disparage transgender identity (i.e., insisting on connection); in response, many 
liberals insisted that while transgender identity is valid, transracial identity absolutely is not (i.e., 
insisting on separation).  I find that the underlying belief for both sides is that an individual’s 
decisions about their identity somehow cost us something culturally—perhaps because such 
transitions unsettle notions of stability and presumed shared understandings.  Privileging 
individual interpretations over societal expectations destabilizes conventions and creates anxiety 
over what is valid, valuable, and possible.    
Such anxiety—and even rage and disdain—appeared in the portrayals of Dolezal in the 
months following her rise to fame.  For example, in a New York Times article describing Dolezal 
as “defiant,” Kirk Johnson et al. write that Dolezal denied that she misled anyone by personally 
identifying as black, arguing that “racial heredity does not equal identity.”  After Dolezal 
described herself as “transracial,” several transracial adoptees criticized her use of the term.40  
Also, as Wesley Morris explains in The New York Times Magazine, her “masquerade” was 
considered particularly insulting since it occurred “when the country’s attention was being 
drawn, day after day, to how dangerous it can be to have black skin.”  Morris continues, “The 
identities of the black men and women killed by white police officers and civilians, under an 
assortment of violent circumstances, remain fixed” (52).  In the age of Black Lives Matter 
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(BLM), a white woman transitioning to a black identity brought up issues of both cultural 
appropriation and abuse of privilege, even as Dolezal participated in and supported BLM’s 
activist goals.  As Johnson explains, Dolezal’s narrative “has set off a national debate about the 
very meaning of racial identity, with some people applauding her message and goals and others 
deploring her methods and actions.”  This desire to determine the line between being 
appreciative and being appropriative seeps into Morris’ article as well.  He notes how Dolezal’s 
story became so compelling: “She represented—dementedly but also earnestly—a longing to 
transcend our historical past and racialized present” (52).  Other writers are less generous; in her 
critical article on Dolezal, Ijeoma Oluo, a black woman, argues that there is something sinister to 
Dolezal’s claims.  Oluo notes, “The degree to which you are excluded from white privilege is 
largely dependent on the degree to which your appearance deviates from whiteness.  You can be 
extremely light-skinned and still be black, but you cannot be extremely or even moderately dark-
skinned and be treated as white—ever.”  Although Dolezal claims that people treat her as a light-
skinned black woman, Oluo reports that Dolezal looks like a white woman: “I’m looking right at 
her.  I know what white people look like.  I decide to say so.”  Here it seems that the visibility of 
race creates the category; if Dolezal truly “looked black” then would her racial claims be valid?  
Racial identity is both individually claimed and communally conferred—so what does it mean 
when those two categories conflict?  The coverage of this individual highlights that race is both 
an abstract category and a humanly embodied one. 
News outlets and social media are not the only places where this discussion of 
transracialism is happening.  In his recent book Trans: Gender and Race in an Age of Unsettled 
Identities, sociologist Rogers Brubaker analyzes the syllogism of “if Jenner, then Dolezal” and 




about fraudulent claims (6).  Brubaker asserts that the “transgender moment” demonstrates the 
legitimacy of moving between categories and increases the awareness of categories other than 
the binary pair (44).  He observes the general cultural acceptance (excepting cultural 
conservatives and radical feminists) of transgender individuals today, who are perceived as 
affirming an intrinsic sense of self.  “The cultural logic of authenticity thus works in radically 
differing ways for sex/gender and ethnoracial identities: it authorizes transformations of the 
sexed body but stigmatizes certain transformations of the socially classified racial body,” 
Brubaker argues (140).  The Dolezal phenomenon has thus prompted a more conceptual 
conversation regarding what social roles are available as choices, and what roles are ineluctably 
assigned. 
In the previous chapter I looked at how representations of transgender identity can 
demonstrate fluidity and flexibility.  As mentioned, in such a discussion it is important to 
distinguish sex, sexuality, and gender—especially in terms of how one’s sex is biologically 
determined, while one’s gender is socially so (although the former certainly influences the 
latter).  But other aspects of identity are less articulately separable.  Although racial identity 
includes both physiological aspects and social performance aspects, we do not yet have ready 
terminology to tease apart these elements.  In her article on the link between Dolezal and Caitlyn 
Jenner, for example, Susan Stryker asserts, “Analogy is a weak form of analysis, in which a 
better-known case is compared to one that is lesser known, and thereby offered as a model for 
understanding something that is not yet well understood.”  Stryker argues that we emphasize that 
transracial identity is “like” or “not like” transgender identity because we have impoverished 
vocabularies for discussing similarities and divergences.  She writes that both race and gender 




of social positionality.”  Gender and race each have a unique history; each has its own biological 
and social issues.  I am not arguing that race and gender are the same, but rather that they do 
similar work in organizing individuals within a social matrix.  Like Stryker, I advocate that we 
develop better ways to discuss these aspects of identity, embrace the unsettledness of it all, and 
continue the conversation. 
Also in my previous chapter, I described the criticisms and challenges facing transgender 
individuals in the late 20th century; now we see quite similar arguments made regarding the 
concept of transracial people (e.g., “How can you claim to understand being a woman/black 
person when you did not grow up disenfranchised by patriarchy/systemic racism?”).  The 
frequently emotional reactions to such identity transitions demonstrate that these movements 
exist at a level beyond words on a page—they describe bodies in the world.  The affective 
response to the concept of transracialism is significant, since it demonstrates how deeply these 
questions about race and identity resonate in our current society.  For example, when philosophy 
scholar Rebecca Tuvel wrote an article in Hypatia called “In Defense of Transracialism,” in 
which she argued that “[c]onsiderations that support transgenderism seem to apply equally to 
transracialism,” over 800 academics signed a letter calling for the retraction of the piece.  Main 
concerns, as stated in the letter, include improper language usage (e.g., “deadnaming”41) and 
improper attention to those working in the intersection of gender and racial oppressions.  The 
letter claims that by publishing the article, the journal sends a message “that white cis scholars 
may engage in speculative discussion of these themes without broad and sustained engagement 
with those theorists whose lives are most directly affected by transphobia and racism” 
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(Shotwell).  In such a contentious environment, I offer an avenue to discuss these real issues in 
an explicitly imaginative realm: narrative fiction. 
Many academics, particularly those in critical race studies, do not recognize the term 
“transracial” as a term or as an identity.  There is a long history of violence and exclusion 
predicated on racial markers, and transracial identity a la Dolezal (a white woman choosing 
blackness) demonstrates yet another avenue of racial privilege denied to, say, a darker-skinned 
woman.  But the transracial experience described in Row’s novel is one that anyone, of any race, 
could participate in.  The parameters of this thought experiment erase the unevenness of 
transracial identity currently extant in the real world.  But why entertain this possibility?  What is 
the benefit of discussing transracial identity at all, in fiction or life?  While scholars might get an 
article retracted, they cannot get rid of this concept; the subject of “transracialism” appears in 
media outlets from The New York Times to Christianity Today, on Maury and on conference 
panels, in Twitter feuds and in academic monographs.  Here, I engage with this concept—I 
continue the conversation—to demonstrate the ways in which a literary representation of 
transracial identity can work through how identity is formed, how individual and societal 
concerns intersect, and how free or limited self-definition may be. 
 These larger cultural and academic conversations play out on a smaller scale as well, as 
when I taught Your Face in Mine in a UNC Chapel Hill English class in Fall 2017.  In this 
course, I assigned a variety of challenging texts—from Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing to Anna 
Deavere Smith’s Twilight: Los Angeles—but the most dynamic class discussion arose when we 
read Row’s novel.  Teaching contemporary, controversial texts is pedagogically useful in that 
students are encouraged to push back against the narrative instead of automatically adhering to 




and reverence—about, say, Shakespeare or Twain that they may not have about contemporary 
authors).  In this class, I gave a brief summary of how “transracial” has been used previously 
regarding adoption practices, and then turned to this novel’s new interpretation of the term.  As 
mentioned, rather than depicting adoption, Your Face in Mine describes individuals who undergo 
cosmetic surgery to physically appear as another race (e.g., a Jewish man becomes a black man, 
a Korean woman becomes a blonde white woman).  And rather than focusing on familial or 
social ties, this text emphasizes personal choice.  To begin, I asked my students: “What 
comments or questions do you have about this novel so far?” 
Students immediately jumped in to discuss the chapters they had read, specifically 
regarding what the term “transracial” implies.  For example, D.42 announced that she wanted to 
“go on record as saying that ‘transracial’ is not a thing.”  S. responded that we should explore the 
idea further, since prioritizing natal identity over social performance was what led to the feminist 
outcry against trans-women in “women-only” spaces in the early days of the trans movement—
an attitude we now think of critically.  V. then replied that she is seen by other people as black, 
even though she is biracial and her identity encompasses much more than what her appearance 
alone implies.  A. observed how this book “made her think about race in a different way because 
of its speculative premise,” and described such a thought experiment as “a way to break outside 
the normal ruts of race discussion.”  Everyone in the classroom seemed eager to discuss how 
race could or could not be formed, recognized, adapted, and utilized in this work.  Using both 
critical theory and close reading skills, students brought in cultural and textual sources in a rich 
debate over how identities are constructed, how history ties into our present understandings, and 
how individual desires are mediated by social roles. 
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While real-world issues (e.g., police brutality, Confederate statues) also create 
opportunities to discuss race in provocative, productive ways, students often come into the 
classroom with radically varying degrees of knowledge about these topics, as well as pre-
conceived notions of what they are “supposed” to say about them.  With the common text of this 
new novel, everyone had equal access to and knowledge of the fictional world Row had 
constructed, including the characters’ variable and contentious attitudes about race.  Moreover, 
the characters’ diverse perspectives gave rise to analyses of authenticity, appropriation, identity, 
and history that avoided the “normal ruts” common to discussions of race.  The fictional arena 
became a space to work through such notions in a way that engaged students creatively and 
critically.  Further, because this work is not canonical, students felt more empowered to critique 
and question its representations and premises.  The controversial nature of the text hooked their 
interest, and then students imagined a new form of racialization and analyzed the implications of 
this hypothetical prospect. 
Since the question of racial transition is one that citizens, activists, students, and scholars 
are already exploring, the realm of fiction offers a critically engaging and intellectually fruitful 
opportunity to examine multiple understandings of this subject.  For example, when George 
Schuyler’s satirical Black No More (1931) cleverly described a scientific process that could 
change black people into phenotypically white people, the novel engaged with racism in a 
different way than news reports of lynching or tracts from the NAACP.  Fiction creates an 
opportunity to ask “What if?” and investigate possible consequences.  Such work shows the 
reader their society from a new perspective—or from several new perspectives.  As Paula Moya 
writes, “In the process of reading, a reader is called upon to participate in an act of interpretation, 




experiences may be limited by our embodiments, we can turn to literature to gain a broader, 
stronger understanding of these identity categories.  Literature can both reflect reality and 
reinvent it. 
 
Representations of Racial Identity 
Race is a term reliant on historical and cultural contexts.  As Lisa Lowe observes in 
Immigrant Acts, “Racism is not a fixed structure; society’s notions about race are not static and 
immutable” (22).  The way we understand—and write—about race has shifted over the centuries.  
As I write this chapter today, in the second decade of the 21st century, race matters have taken 
on additional, innovative valences due to technological innovations (e.g., digital media) and 
medical interventions (e.g., genetic mapping).  The way we share stories about race and 
understand racial origins and identities is, as ever, constantly changing.  In this section, I discuss 
critical interpretations of race and privilege, as well as briefly note how these social 
constructions appear in literature.  These scholars provide a theoretical foundation that I will 
later apply to a specific instantiation, the novel Your Face in Mine, to show how these general 
concepts may be explored in a particular fictional framework. 
For the purposes of this project, I adhere to a socially constructed meaning of race, as 
described by Michael Omi and Howard Winant: “We define racial formation as the 
sociohistorical process by which racial identities are created, lived out, transformed and 
destroyed” (109).  In this conceptualization, the corporeal form, the embodied self, becomes a 
site for social meanings and interpretations.  These scholars note that in the U.S., race has 
determined political rights, economic power, and a sense of personal identity (8).  Omi and 




on how racial groups should be defined and racial identities designated (4).  Once considered 
biologically-based, race now relies on other dynamics, such as ethnicity, class, and nation, for its 
taxonomies (11).  These writers caution against seeing race as innate or static.  Instead, they 
assert that racial constructions and significations are part of a larger phenomenon of social 
classification based on “real or imagined attributes” (12).  Who belongs in which racial category 
is thus based on both context and perspective.  In this formulation, race is profoundly social, yet 
also subject to individual interpretation. 
Moreover, in their discussion of how racial formation occurs in and influences everyday 
experiences, Omi and Winant explain that in moments when racial categorization becomes 
unclear (e.g., an encounter with someone racially ambiguous), we often experience “discomfort” 
and “a crisis of racial meaning” (126).43  Racial categories are prone to slippages, multiple 
interpretations, boundary shifts, and realignments (105).  Race, like money, is a concept that is 
both socially constructed and highly influential.  Generally speaking, we want to fix racial 
identities into stable categories, despite the lack of consensus on what these categories are and 
who belongs in each44—hence the anxiety that attends many discussions of transracial 
possibilities.  Regarding U.S. American beliefs about race, Julie Nerad notes, “Telling people 
that race isn’t biologically ‘real’ doesn’t erase history or trump personal experience, both of 
which continue to reinforce the reality of race” (5).  Race is both constructed socially and 
experienced individually; we have affective responses and personal experiences to call upon in 
our understanding of this term.  So when a public figure like Dolezal or a fictional character like 
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Martin claims that his personal truth is to be transracial, this assertion provokes questions about 
not only social taxonomies but also individual senses of identity, appropriation, and belonging. 
The performance and relevance of race persist in our culture—and in our classrooms.  
We learn history—our own and our culture’s—and must figure out how to make sense of our 
personal desires within a larger societal context.  The question of who we are, alone and 
together, comes up acutely during the learning process.  By reading the same text together, we 
can develop a common language, and by sharing the experience of a racially-focused text and 
discussing the issues and questions it raises, we can speak to larger cultural and philosophical 
concerns regarding identity, recognition, understanding, and acceptance. 
The social underpinnings of race have been explored in both nonfiction and fiction.  For 
example, the U.S. American nonfiction text Black Like Me (1961) demonstrates how writer John 
Howard Griffin became socially interpellated as black due to darkened skin pigments, even 
though he changed nothing else about his social markers.  In the South African biography When 
She Was White (2007), Judith Stone describes one woman who over the course of her life was 
legally identified as white, then “coloured,” then white again, and then coloured again.  Her 
presentation and person did not change, but the social interpretations of her ambiguous 
phenotypic markers varied based on context.  In fiction, Danzy Senna’s Caucasia (1998) 
describes a biracial girl who grows up identifying as black but later, in a new town, passes as 
Jewish.  Philip Roth’s The Human Stain (2000) depicts a black man who cuts ties with his family 
to also pass as Jewish—and who is accused later in life, ironically, as prejudiced against black 
people.  Older texts like The House Behind the Cedars, Passing, and almost everything by 
William Faulkner delve into these concepts of embodiment and socially constructed race as well.  




cope within larger social systems of categorization.  When discussed at length in narrative, race 
quickly becomes exposed as a category that is influential and permeable, important and 
indefinable. 
 The above paragraph focuses largely on white/black racial identities, which is a narrow 
part of a much more diverse scene.  I focus on these two racial categories because they are the 
primary focus of Your Face in Mine, although the concept of Chinese identity plays a part as 
well.  Historically, the category of “white” has been particularly fraught, since there are clear 
status and power differences resulting from being considered white versus black.  Several critics 
have examined whiteness and blackness in politics and culture; for example, Cheryl Harris 
explains that race, particularly whiteness, is ineluctably imbedded in historical systems of 
privilege and power (1713), and Ian Haney López observes that whiteness as a positive racial 
category depends on the vilification of non-white categories (184).  The plot of characters 
seeking non-white status in Your Face in Mine therefore offers an intriguing take on these 
questions of privilege.  Just as whiteness may be an amorphous, yet power-laden, category, so 
too may blackness be variously embodied and performed.  E. Patrick Johnson explains that he 
titled his book Appropriating Blackness in recognition that “blackness” does not belong to a 
singular group or person.  “Rather,” he writes, “individuals or groups appropriate this complex 
and nuanced racial signifier in order to circumscribe its boundaries or to exclude other 
individuals or groups” (2-3).  Ultimately, Johnson sees these moments of “cross-cultural 
appropriation” as productive opportunities to re-think selfhood and otherness (6).  These issues 
of authenticity and appropriation permeate discussions of race, both in culture at large and in 
contemporary literature.45  Especially relevant to Your Face in Mine is Johnson’s observation 
                                               




that white Americans have a long history of culturally usurping, exoticizing, and fetishizing 
blackness (4).  He notes that “when white-identified subjects perform ‘black’ signifiers—
normative or otherwise—the effect is always already entangled in the discourse of otherness; the 
historical weight of white skin privilege necessarily engenders a tense relationship with its 
Others” (4).  Because of the long history of cultural appropriation, Your Face in Mine 
consistently sparks questions of what is authentic, imitative, and exploitative, from how music 
and dialects are described to how bodies interact and are recognized.  While Johnson focuses on 
performance, Row’s novel emphasizes embodiment, i.e., appearing as a particular race.  As these 
scholars show, discussions of whiteness and blackness, power and appropriation are ongoing; the 
concept of racial transition adds another entry point through which we can continue this dynamic 
analysis of how racial identity develops. 
The criticism of transracial identity, as exemplified by Dolezal, is that it is an act of 
appropriation by a white person; as a white woman, Dolezal can become darker, but a woman 
with a dark complexion could not become lighter.  But what if this imbalance were changed—
what if anyone could change their appearance to match their desired racial identity category?  
Currently, an individual can be transgender from multiple directions (male to female, female to 
male, female to non-binary, etc.)—and Your Face in Mine imagines a world in which such 
multiplicity of choice is available for racial identity as well.  Such choice comes at a social cost, 
though, and is still highly vulnerable to critique, since race encompasses more than just one’s 
phenotypic appearance.  We must now think through whether one’s personal assessment and 






Racial Identity in Your Face in Mine 
In The New Republic’s “What Are White Writers For?” Row describes the criticism his 
novel’s subject matter garners; he notes that if a white writer limits himself to white characters 
(e.g., Jonathan Franzen) he is criticized for “creating an all-white fictional universe,” but if he 
writes characters of color he may be accused of appropriation.  To get around this conundrum, 
Row’s goal with Your Face in Mine was to write “a series of charged, ongoing arguments, in 
which no one voice ‘wins,’ focusing on where our racial desires and fascinations come from.”  
Row aims to create a space to discuss race and identity from multiple angles.46  Whereas a 
newspaper article, memoir, or other reality-based writing may be limited to one point of view, 
this imaginative work of fiction opens up a space to discuss possibility and contradiction.  We 
see Kelly’s discomfort discussing race with Martin’s black wife, Robin; we see Martin interact 
with other black businessmen; we see Kelly’s avid consumption of black musicians’ songs and 
stories.  Race is not just a subject of the novel; it is part of the dynamic interactions among 
characters in this novel.  This is a multi-directional, multi-vocal work, and as such, it offers a 
productive avenue for discussing race. 
This novel, like Middlesex and other postmodern texts, brings together multiple forms of 
narratological elements into the whole.  These heteroglossic sources—by which I mean sources 
from diverse voices, perspectives, and discourses—include Martin’s typed up self-diagnosis 
(Row 40), transcripts of Martin’s taped recordings (106), the written dialogue of a phone call 
between Kelly and lawyer Steve Cox (147), the medical records of Martin Lipkin (260), the 
online Orchid Group marketing materials (239), the email Kelly drafts to Rina (272), the instant 
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messenger conversation between Robin and Kelly (276), and the Hue, Inc., strategic plan (322), 
among others.  These myriad voices point to the constructedness of this postmodern text and the 
changeability of the narrative.  While the events of the plot are speculative, the novel is set in a 
real, contemporary world, including cultural references ranging from NPR money drama to 
Oprah (134), further blending our sense of narrative categories (i.e., the realist novel as distinct 
from the speculative novel).  In addition, while much of the text is dialogue, there are no 
quotation marks between voices; rather than relying on a singular voice or separated voices, 
Row’s novel consists of flexible, fluid movements between characters’ stories, which can at 
times be difficult to distinguish.  Your Face in Mine, as the title implies, brings another’s image 
not just into reflection but also into connection. 
These blended narratives create a dynamic and at times contradictory accounting.  
Kelly’s narrative in Your Face in Mine abounds with melodramatic plot developments—a 
friend’s tragic overdose, a guilty conscience, a devastating loss, a secret past.  He ruminates on 
and interprets his past actions rather than moving forward.  Likewise, Martin’s story includes 
equally sensational experiences—a childhood in a cult, a long-lost mother, a closeted father, a 
violent environment—but his story has explicit holes.  For instance, the private investigator 
Kelly hires finds inconsistencies in Martin’s story, including a conviction for identity theft, 
which undermines the reader’s belief in his accounts (229).  When considering Martin’s multiple 
aliases, Kelly contemplates how easy it is to “mold a story to the listener’s ear” (270).  This 
emphasis on narrative variation demonstrates how unreliable these narrators may be and how 
unpredictable this novel is.  The first-person narrator changes from chapter to chapter; the story 
we read could be Kelly’s reflection or Martin’s transcript, a memory or a conversation, a factual 




to and skeptical of these characters and their motives.  Further, Martin’s lengthy monologues are 
so ego-centric as to be satirical, while Kelly’s ponderous deliberations veer more towards 
realism.  This realism focuses on a white millennial man’s desire to escape himself: “I need to 
become not me,” Kelly claims (229).  These men are unsympathetic for opposite reasons—
Martin for his arrogance and Kelly for his sad passivity—which also promotes a critical reading 
of their stories. 
 The storyteller characters of Kelly and Martin are obviously creations of the real 
storyteller, Jess Row.  Row cannot embody the experiences of all these characters, yet he speaks 
to these multiple racial experiences.  Such disunity troubles a tidy link between the identity of 
the author and the stories on the page—can the content be authentic if the body of work and the 
body of the writer are incongruous?  Regarding Row’s work, David Ulin, a Los Angeles Times 
reviewer, explains Martin’s perspective that “reassignment exists on a continuum that begins 
with cosmetics and includes plastic surgery and gender reassignment, the expression of a brave 
new world,” but then quickly distinguishes between the character and author; Ulin asserts that 
Row smartly “wants us to consider what it [racial reassignment] means in existential terms—
identity not as a function of who we are so much as of who we want to be.”  The characters each 
follow their own motivations and struggle with their own racial limitations, as does the author 
himself.  Just as Row’s characters dare to affirm racial identities different from their natal ones, 
so too does Row dare to describe life experiences radically different from what he has—or 
currently could—experience in reality.47 
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By discussing interpretations of racial identity, we critically explore how we classify and 
understand one another.  What do we recognize as authentic or appropriative?  What identities 
are we “allowed” to claim?  What makes a race recognizable?  I find that racial identity depends 
on two moments of recognition: the self-recognition of the individual (e.g., “I am black”) and the 
social recognition of the community (e.g., “You are black”).  When these moments of 
recognition do not align, conflict arises.  One may be considered inauthentic or appropriative—
or simply not being black/white/Asian/Arab/etc. “enough.”  Racial identity depends largely on 
memory, historical and personal, and to transition races, one must be willing to break with these 
establishing ties.  Two distinctly different perspectives on this process arise through the 
characters of Kelly and Martin. 
This novel uses the concept of transracialism to explore how appearance and identity 
interact.  These characters seem to think that if they look like they have a certain identity, then 
that is who they will be.  The novel’s perspective on transracialism seems to be that a surgical 
race change creates an opportunity for re-invention of the self.  This perception contrasts with the 
common transgender understanding that a gender transition affirms an intrinsic self.  Through 
aesthetic surgeries, Martin re-brands himself and Kelly re-creates himself.  I read Martin’s race 
change as an opportunistic move—i.e., race as business opportunity—and Kelly’s as an escapist 
endeavor.  What this novel fails to demonstrate explicitly is how these individual choices fit in 
with larger cultural understandings of identity categories and social narratives.  I am most 
interested in the question of what forms of identity are socially acceptable in moments when an 
individual’s claim pushes against “common sense” understandings.  I read these two central 
characters as examples of what happens when an individual focuses solely on his own desires 




culture of The Handmaid’s Tale prompts questions about gender in today’s society or that of The 
Hunger Games elicits criticism of neoliberal capitalism, within the speculative world of Your 
Face in Mine, we see racial appropriation taken to a provocative extreme.  By discussing how 
Martin and Kelly take on new racial identities, we can explore questions of appropriation and 
recognition to a degree made possible only in fiction. 
 
Passing Identities 
Kelly and Martin go through the same process, racial reassignment surgery, but their 
narratives of this experience differ greatly.  Kelly’s narrative aligns with a traditional “passing” 
structure, while Martin’s adopts the language of the transgender movement to argue for a 
“transracial” identity.  The former implicitly privileges social norms, while the latter explicitly 
privileges personal feelings.  To discuss how these two interpretations coexist and conflict within 
the novel, I offer a close analysis of each.  These characters seek to escape problems in their lives 
by changing their appearances and choosing new stories and identities.  First, I will delve into 
Kelly’s narrative.  After providing an overview of passing generally, I will then explicate Kelly’s 
specific experience.  Your Face in Mine serves as a specific instantiation of theoretical ideas; by 
sharing this example and closely examining this text, I can more deeply engage with abstract 
questions about race, identity, and individuality. 
Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, the notion of passing consistently brought up 
questions of what is authentic and appropriative.  As Sinéad Moynihan explains, passing is most 
associated with the time directly following Reconstruction (1890s) through to the Civil Rights 
Movement (1960s) (2).  Moynihan observes that “to ‘pass’ is to appear to belong to one or more 




medical and/or socio-cultural discourses” (8).  A white individual passing as black or a male 
individual passing as female challenges the assumed “fact” of race or sex; the physical features 
are revealed to be mutable (8)—or at least open to variable interpretation.  Moynihan discusses 
the paradox of passing: “by ‘crossing the color line,’ the passer simultaneously subverts and 
reinforces the racial binary” (9).48  Thus the line is revealed to be at once alterable and 
substantial.49 
Racial boundaries may be permeable, but it still matters from which direction one is 
passing; the movement from white-to-black has different implications than black-to-white, as 
Gayle Wald argues: “In contrast to ‘white’ passing narratives, which embrace the efficacy of 
passing as a means of tearing down racial prejudice and establishing avenues of ‘cross-racial’ 
understanding, ‘black’ passing narratives cast doubt on passing as a form of racial ‘liberation,’ 
drawing on metaphors of concealment and disguise to highlight the compromised agency of the 
subject who ‘crosses over’” (16).  When passing, privacy and anonymity are key, and only in a 
post-passing narrative (or, in the context of this chapter, a transracial one) does the racial 
crossing emerge and trouble public conceptions of race (119). 
Passing is about more than just physical appearance—this action speaks directly to how 
we socially configure and confer power.  As Elaine Ginsberg explains, “passing” was originally 
used to describe one who fraudulently assumed a white identity.  She notes that passing has been 
extended to include other elements of an individual’s presumed identity, such as class, ethnicity, 
and sexuality (3).  The idea that powerful identities (e.g., white, male) may be performed exposes 
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anxieties about hierarchical structures (4).  Passing challenges taxonomies and crosses subject 
positions (16).  Further, in the context of racial identity, passing reveals how much of this 
identity relies on recognition of racial signifiers—and as such, these identifications are 
vulnerable to human misperception and misinterpretation.50  Passing presumes that there is a 
“real” identity that the individual evades by encouraging inaccurate recognitions. 
Throughout the above descriptions of passing, there are three key threads: power, 
authenticity, and recognition.  What rank in the social hierarchy does a racial status occupy?  
What claim can one rightfully make to a different racial identity?  Who do we see as a legitimate 
holder of that status?  While the term “passing” is less often used today, these questions still 
center our debates about race and identity.  “Passing” denotes a sense of secrecy since the 
individual’s story is partially occluded or excised in order to fit into dominant social narratives 
about identity categories (i.e., that they are inherent and immutable).  As Adrian Piper notes 
about passing, “It seems to require so much severing and forgetting, so much disowning and 
distancing, not simply from one’s shared past, but from one’s former self—as though one had 
cauterized one’s long-term memory at the moment of entry into the white community” (244).  In 
Row’s novel, the character Martin embraces a transracial identity made possible by medical 
technology; in contrast, Kelly chooses to pass, to hide his natal identity, his origin story.  These 
different reactions to this cosmetic surgery demonstrate that there is no singular way to interpret 
race or race change.  The moment of disjunction between one’s personal sense of race and 
society’s interpretation of one’s race creates a moment of conflict without a singular resolution. 
As mentioned, this novel centers on two individuals exploring race and racial transitions.  
Like Nick Caraway with Jay Gatsby, Kelly purports to tell Martin’s story, all the while revealing 
                                               




his own.  We learn that the two men were high school friends and band-mates and that they lost 
touch years ago following the death of their mutual friend, Alan.  Both characters attribute some 
responsibility for Alan’s opioid overdose to Kelly.  Kelly recalls his adolescent understandings 
of race, and his realization that as a white liberal he was part of the problem (Row 55).  As a 
teenager, Kelly pushed racial boundaries with his love of rap and hip-hop and experimentation 
with racial language—e.g., in a scene in which his immaturity is on full display, he jokingly 
refers to his white friend as “devil” (59).  From an early age, he has wanted to find out what is 
allowed or not.  As an adult, whereas Martin is expansive, ambitious, and confident, Kelly has 
become increasingly isolated and restricted.  In his initial chat with Martin, Kelly explains that 
his Chinese wife, Wendy, and young daughter, Meimei, recently died in a car accident (6).  Over 
the course of the novel, Kelly loses his job at a public radio station, which is his second career 
after failing in academia as a scholar of Chinese literature.  Kelly’s life is marked by loss and 
plagued by guilt; he appears cut off from the social networks of friends, family, and work that 
connect most people to senses of community and identity.  At the end of Your Face in Mine, he 
renounces this life entirely and takes on a new, Chinese biography and identity.  He changes 
himself to feel a greater sense of belonging with a social unit—his family—that he has 
permanently lost; he escapes his pain by creating a delusion of connection and re-invention. 
Kelly takes on none of the language of the trans movement; instead, he focuses on a 
desire to escape his life, to adopt a new identity that relieves him of past pain.  When Kelly and 
Martin finally openly discuss Kelly transitioning races, Kelly observes Martin’s features: “For 
the first time since we’ve been in Bangkok, he aligns his face with mine.  His eyes, if such a 
thing were possible, have become more wide-set.  Softer, filmier.  I’m beginning to see eyes 




the phrase “his face with mine,” Row speaks to an alignment with the other—an identification 
with the other—that broadens understandings of what an individual body can do and become.  
Kelly seems to think that by identifying with another, he can move beyond himself.  By changing 
his physical form, he seeks psychological relief from his personal history.  While Martin uses 
race change to appropriate a new identity, Kelly uses race change to avoid his past identity.  Both 
these moves are profoundly self-oriented.  Neither character weighs how their individual actions 
may affect others, but from our perspective as readers, we can consider how these individual 
actions resonate with and reflect on larger societal understandings of race relations. 
Prior to his transition, Kelly is fluent in Chinese, was married to a Chinese woman, and is 
familiar with Chinese culture.  Yet his white skin limits his options, both academically and 
socially.  Kelly recounts how his graduate school advisor told him that he is unhireable, that he 
could only make such claims about Chinese literature in his dissertation if he were actually 
Chinese; Kelly thinks, “What does it mean, I thought, to hate yourself, not for what you are but 
for what you aren’t?” (Row 308)  Moreover, when he frequently quotes Chinese proverbs, 
Wendy argues, “You think you’re becoming Chinese, and you’re not.  You’re becoming a 
parrot” (126).  Kelly’s participation in Chinese culture here is read as mimicry, inauthentic 
repetitions, and inappropriate interventions.  His cultural affinity and close personal connections 
to Chinese traditions and language imply that being Chinese is a set of social attributes (e.g., 
liking a particular kind of food, saying particular proverbs or jokes), which conflates ideas of 
ethnicity and racial identity.  As Omi and Winant observe, “To treat race as a matter of ethnicity 
is to understand it in terms of culture” (22).  This way of thinking downplays the significance of 
corporeal markers (22).  In terms of culture, there are as many ways of being Chinese as there are 




masculine/feminine/etc.).  Certain trends are noticeable, though, as are certain phenotypic 
markers.  Kelly fails at becoming Chinese through ethnic cultural attributes, but his cosmetic 
surgery succeeds in granting him access to this identity.  By appropriating certain aesthetic 
features, Kelly passes as Chinese-American.  He then feels closeness and perhaps closure with 
his dead family: “I’ve become them,” he asserts (Row 368).  Kelly loses his personal history and 
identity in becoming Curtis Wang; by abandoning his genuine past identity and altering his 
appearance, he gains acceptance into his chosen community.  Kelly seems to have a fractured, 
complex sense of self, which he deliberately resolves by choosing a new social identity, that of a 
Chinese-American man, and by inventing an accordant narrative.  His grief prompts a re-writing 
that erases his history and attempts to evade his pain. 
Towards the end of the novel, when given the chance to share his knowledge of racial 
reassignment with journalist Mort Kepler, Kelly instead chooses to keep silent and pursue his 
own racial change, to experience the freedom of otherness (Row 358).  He chooses to censor, not 
share, his narrative.  When Kelly becomes Curtis, he loses his past in Baltimore; he even denies 
ever going there.  He wills a new life into being (367).  He fully follows racial reassignment 
surgeon Dr. Silpa’s advice that the most important thing is the new personal narrative: “You 
have to believe who you are.  Or else there’s a risk of a certain schizoid feeling” (342).  Kelly 
composes an entire narrative of who he is now—the child of Wang Geling and Xi Tande, born in 
China but raised in America—a profile so mundane and detailed, Martin likens it to a vanilla 
dating profile (347).  “I’m supposed to be passing, not doing a lion dance,” Kelly responds (347).  
Unlike the drama of Martin’s transracial narrative, Kelly seeks to fit in with rather than upend 
the social understandings of racial identity.  He reconfigures himself to achieve a more desirable 





In contrast to Kelly’s passing narrative, which is marked by fear, sadness, and denial, 
Martin’s story demonstrates arrogance and ambition.  Martin insists on the primacy of his 
personal view, regardless of how such an attitude may erase or ignore racial conflicts and 
histories.  While Kelly often appears unsympathetic because of his weakness and passivity (e.g., 
when he does not act to save his friend Alan), Martin appears unsympathetic because of his self-
aggrandizing bombast.  But before delving into Martin’s personal narrative, I want to first 
explain how his transition borrows both medical interventions and language from common 
transgender narratives.  His emphasis on creating alignment between his external self and 
internal sense of self demonstrates an unwavering belief that the identity he claims should be 
recognized. 
While we see Kelly in process in this novel, we meet Martin post-transition.  For 
example, when the two men meet for lunch, Kelly observes: “He’s done it; it’s real […] there are 
no cracks, no fissures; he is unquestionably a black man” (Row 32).  In this novel, Martin’s 
claimed transracial identity is based on coming out rather than covering up.  He wants a different 
identity and achieves it, via personal narrative and medical technology.  The term “transracial” 
highlights the declarative nature of this transition: the past racial self and the present racial self 
are both acknowledged.  The whole reason for Martin’s interaction with Kelly is his desire to 
publish a book detailing how and why he changed his race.  Rather than claiming to be black, 
Martin wants to claim a new category that acknowledges that this is an identity he has chosen, 
not one that he was born into.  In Martin’s view, he does not want to pass as “unquestionably a 
black man”; instead he strives to inhabit an identity that moves beyond traditional natal 




social reality; who he feels he is—and the steps he has taken to make his appearance match that 
identity—is paramount. 
Early in the novel, when Kelly awkwardly asks whether Martin’s identity change has a 
name, Martin laughs and says the procedure is called “racial reassignment” (Row 7).  Trying to 
make sense of this change, Kelly asks whether the “long process” is a result of Martin always 
feeling black inside, like a “sex change” (7).  Kelly later researches “racial reassignment” online; 
he finds “articles on passing, on Michael Jackson, on Jewish nose jobs, on eyelid surgery in 
Korea—more or less what one would expect” (25).  He does not find records regarding racial 
reassignment technology as described by Martin.  Martin is claiming an intrinsic racial self and 
manipulating his physiological matter to match.  He is inventing a new process of changing his 
appearance—and then demanding recognition of this altered identity. 
Race in this novel is complicated by imagined—but by no means far-fetched—medical 
technologies.  Martin pronounces, “I’m not on a mission to destroy racism […] and I’m not on a 
mission to destroy races.  What I think is that people should have options.  I believe in free 
choice.  That’s the American way, right?” (Row 220)  Such free choice is provided by the 
surgical options of Martin’s company Orchid, whose website proclaims: “At the frontiers of 
reconstructive and reassignment surgery, we can accommodate the needs of clients who feel that 
their psychological health depends on a radical physical transformation other than gender” 
(239).  This copy assiduously avoids using the terms “race” or “ethnicity” to sidestep 
controversy (239), but such changes are exactly what they offer.  In an article submitted to (and 
rejected by) the medical journal JAMA, Orchid’s surgeon Dr. Silpa asserts that while cosmetic 
surgeries to change race and ethnicity have long been extant, now is the time to “initiate a regime 




becomes more and more interrelated and national and geographical barriers less substantial, the 
desire for these procedures will doubtless become more and more acute in the next century” 
(265)—a prediction that warrants careful consideration. 
Through the character of Dr. Silpa, Your Face in Mine questions whether traditional 
racial categories might dissipate over the course of our new century.  Such speculation speaks to 
Paul Gilroy’s Against Race, which focuses on the human race rather than skin-based race (1).  
He observes that the 18th- and 19th-century understandings of race have radically changed over 
the course of the 20th and 21st centuries due to technological developments and knowledge of 
DNA (15).  Gilroy argues that this moment is an opportunity to free ourselves of all raciology 
(15).  “Today skin is no longer privileged as the threshold of either identity or particularity,” 
Gilroy asserts.  He argues that race lines are now “cellular and molecular, not dermal” (47).  Due 
to technological innovations, an individual’s travels towards and identifications with other 
cultures have increased and transformed (108). 
The desire for cosmetic race changes exists, and is in some degree met, in current 
aesthetic surgery.  For example, early on in her New York Magazine article “Is Race Plastic?” 
Maureen O’Connor explains that popular “ethnic plastic surgery” practices serve to “white-ify” 
people of color by, for example, “creasing Asian eyelids, pushing sloped foreheads forward, and 
pulling prominent mouths back.”  O’Connor notes the long history of racialized hair-
straightening and skin-lightening cosmetic practices, but she argues that “the stakes for ethnic 
plastic surgery are higher than those for a hairdo—most are alterations to the identity-giving part 
of the body, the face, and often permanent.”  I would like to emphasize O’Connor’s language 




conception, faces tell us who we are.  Row diverges from these actual trends by describing only 
one character (Julie) who transitions to whiteness; the rest seek to be people of color.51 
Your Face in Mine both speaks to the “ethnic plastic surgery” trend and mirrors 
transgender aesthetic surgery trends by setting the Orchid surgical suite in Bangkok.  In this 
section of the novel, not only is the language of the transgender movement imitated, but also the 
mechanisms and contexts for gender affirming surgeries.  According to Aren Aizura, “Thailand 
is now known by many as one of the premier sites worldwide to obtain vaginoplasty and other 
cosmetic surgeries; indeed, many surgeons advertise that Bangkok is the ‘Mecca’ of transsexual 
body modification” (144).  In the novel’s Bangkok, a community of transracial individuals exist, 
who—like transgender individuals—emphasize that every person has their own, personal reasons 
to transition.52 
Regarding the validity of his racial transition, Martin notes early on, “We can speculate 
about the circumstances all we want—later.  Right now I’m just talking about the fact of the 
phenomenon.  I was a black boy in a white boy’s body.  I was a black man in a white man’s 
body” (Row 120).  As discussed previously, the sign of successful passing is that there is no 
sign; intentionally passing individuals obscure personal history to align themselves with a social 
racial category, temporarily or permanently.  In contrast, Martin seeks to acknowledge his past.  
This particular transracial individual wants to declare his identity as white-to-black.  Martin 
insists that his personal identity overrides social history—the long, complex history of race 
relations in this country is secondary to his personal experiences and feelings. 
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52For example, while Martin seeks to experience life as a transracial pioneer, Kelly seeks to assuage his grief and 




Martin has an underlying motive beyond simply articulating his feelings, though.  He 
appropriates transgender tropes in order to advance his own financial agenda.  In addition to 
imitating the surgical practices associated with the transgender movement by setting his 
headquarters in Bangkok, throughout this novel Martin takes on the rhetorical position of a 
transgender activist.  He tells his personal story in a way reminiscent of how many transgender 
memoirs53 are structured, he drafts a “self-diagnosis” in the style of a psychological report, and 
he explains his story in terms common in the transgender movement, as I will discuss in detail 
later (e.g., having been born in the wrong body, having a true identity trapped in a different body 
(120)).  He co-opts this rhetoric in order to create a personal narrative that is something that 
“anyone would buy” (89).  Martin focuses on consumption and capital, and he sees this language 
as effective advertising copy.   
These rhetorical moves are not Martin’s only form of appropriation.  He also appropriates 
forms of blackness, in both his aesthetic appearance and cultural interactions.  For example, 
when meeting with other businessmen, he speaks to what black people are and do as an insider 
(e.g., “we have so much more power, globally, than we think we do” (49), “we need more 
brothers looking overseas for opportunities” (50)), while Kelly remains a silent outsider in this 
scene.  Martin insists on not only appearing phenotypically black, but also declaring his identity; 
he explains he wants to be connected and “visible” as a powerful black man (51).  When Martin 
explains his plans for the future he focuses not on bringing personal and perceived identities into 
alignment; instead, he concentrates on building a successful transracial movement in which he is 
the leader, model, and beneficiary.  He seeks profit, and he sees his blackness as an opportunity 
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to make money.  Such a move—capitalizing on blackness—both taps into a long history of 
cultural appropriation and undermines sympathy for this character.  Martin’s overt desire to take 
what he wants without reservation or scruples ultimately renders his story insincere and his 
rhetoric hollow. 
 In stark contrast to Kelly, Martin has a flourishing business; a beautiful and intelligent 
wife, Robin; two adopted children, Sherry and Tamika; and a strong social circle of black 
businessmen colleagues.  He could continue to live a successful life of passing.  Yet, he chooses 
to hire Kelly as a ghostwriter, someone to share his story with the world.  Martin wants to come 
out as transracial, to have the book, the tour, the interviews, the fame—his own version of what 
transgender pioneer Christine Jorgensen accomplished with her story, A Personal Autobiography 
(Row 34).  Rather than considering nuanced social impacts or expectations, Martin focuses on 
how his personal journey may prove profitable for himself. 
As noted, Martin effectively appropriates transgender movement rhetoric to validate his 
economic plans.  For instance, in his tape recordings, the source material for this book about his 
life, Martin explains his difficult upbringing as the son of an absent mother and gay father (109).  
As a child, he first attended a predominantly black school, and he assumed he would eventually 
become black like his peers (112).  Martin recounts that after switching from this black school to 
a predominantly white one, he ran into trouble for speaking in a black dialect (151).  Once he 
changed his speech patterns, though, elementary school was a happy “latency period” in his life.  
“Transsexuals, you know, they say the same thing.  Prepubescent children are allowed to be 
androgynous, to a degree,” he observes (152).  Martin bolsters his analogy between transitioning 
race as others have transitioned genders with a paper, “On Racial Identity Dysphoria Syndrome 




states: “What I can say is that I always (until the moment my bandages were taken off) knew in 
some way that I lived in the wrong body” (43).  This feeling of living in the “wrong body” is 
deeply personal and evidenced only by personal account; there can be no objective, empirical 
evidence to support or contradict such a sense of selfhood.  Rather than discussing how race 
functions in his community and culture, Martin consistently focuses on how race feels 
personally—what his journey has been and what his version of the truth is.  Those on the outside 
must either accept or reject this claim, and which response they choose is largely based on 
whether they respect the claimant.  In the context of this novel, we as readers have been set up to 
distrust Martin; his motives and claims are frequently suspect.  While he claims that others must 
respect his alleged truth, Your Face in Mine has shown that Martin’s relationship with veracity is 
loose indeed.   
Throughout this novel, Martin appears more invested in his image than in authenticity, 
and he co-opts heartfelt language to manipulate his listeners.  When Kelly says Martin needs a 
publicist, Martin explains, “But first I need to have the whole thing worked out.  I need a 
narrative” (Row 33).  This very narrative will threaten the life he has established as a black 
individual, yet he wants to share the story and become a sensation.  Martin lectures Kelly on his 
public relations plan for himself, his company, and the future: 
First, the book.  The exposure.  The rollout.  The press conferences.  The talk 
shows.  The scandals, the outrage, the magazine covers.  I’m Martin Lipkin, and 
this is my story.  This is my journey.  No one can argue with that.  Then, and only 
then, you start in on a plan.  I want to share this opportunity with people in need.  
The trans-R community.  (321) 
Martin understands how media outlets will respond to his story and amplify his reach, and he has 
observed that in today’s culture “no one can argue” with a narrative of personal, affective 
experience.  He then plans a pivot from the personal to the public—those “in need” of similar 




irrefutable evidence, he imagines creating a movement.  Kelly (and perhaps the reader) wonders: 
How much of this is true?  When Kelly asks for an “honest accounting,” Martin pushes back, 
arguing, “We need to come up with something that fits in tight little paragraphs, something 
anyone would buy.  Not my story, per se.  An ur-story” (89).  Not only does Martin rely on 
media-ready clichés, but his story is also incomplete.  For example, as mentioned, a private 
investigator discovers a prison record that contradicts Martin’s narrative, detracting from his 
reliability, and Kelly never actually writes the biography he has been hired to record; on a meta-
level, Your Face in Mine is that unwritten book.  Regarding the variations of Martin Wilkinson, 
Kelly observes, “The body is raw material; the story is raw material” (270).  Martin’s truth is in 
transition; it slips beyond the body and beyond the text, and it may be reworked and reconfigured 
depending on the individual’s intents and aims. 
Martin’s focus is on how he wants to be recognized, and so he shapes his story—like his 
body—to fit what he wants.  Kelly changes his entire life to fit his new story as Curtis Wang, but 
Martin insists on changing the story to fit his life.  While arguing against pre-determined notions 
of identity, Martin asserts that Kelly should consider, “Not who are you now, but who would you 
most like to be?  What is the ultimate form of you?” (120).  Martin is aware of the 
constructedness of race, and rather than dismantling racial categories or adhering to them, he 
aims to construct his own distinct “trans-R” category that suits him personally. 
 Your Face in Mine describes two flawed characters who both engage in a controversial 
identity change process.  While, as mentioned earlier, Row claims that he set out to portray 
“ongoing arguments” in which no one “wins,” the outcome of the novel does indicate a final 
verdict.  Dr. Silpa, the cosmetic surgeon, is killed (367).  Kelly appears to have experienced a 




also cracks in a way, since Kelly observes, “For the first time I can hear the ticking of fear in his 
voice” (368), and rather than returning to Bangkok or the U.S., Martin flees to Kazakhstan.  The 
implication here is that while their external appearances have changed, troubles remain for these 
characters.  Both Kelly and Martin have appropriated new identities, but their lives cannot be 
brought into productive alignment within their established social contexts.  They exist in transit, 
as singular individuals removed from their pasts and with unclear futures. 
This novel is part of an ongoing conversation about what racial identities signify and how 
they are recognized.  Your Face in Mine is a concrete example of abstract ideas; our 
conceptualization of racial identity relies on multiple, potentially conflicting, frequently 
nonlinear experiences and impressions.  By analyzing this diverse, divisive, speculative 




Row’s novel asks more questions than it answers and posits more arguments than it 
resolves.  In Martin’s story, individual choice is recognized as paramount; he asserts that we 
each have our own truth to pursue in this new millennium.  Yet the arrogance of this choice, the 
blindness to societal contexts and histories, remains.  Your Face in Mine demonstrates that there 
are as many ways to interpret one’s own race as there are individuals, and the text speculates that 
we may develop new narratives and technologies to support each individual’s self-story.  Such a 
focus on individualism, though, comes with social costs and consequences. 
By concentrating on this work of contemporary fiction, we can zoom in on key aspects of 




how a loss of history—personal or societal—attends such racial transitions.  Martin chooses to 
be openly transracial, to assert that his personal feelings of blackness trump the historical 
legacies associated with black identity in U.S. America.  In contrast, Kelly ultimately chooses to 
pass as Chinese-American and deny his previous white history entirely; the novel about Martin 
writing his racial transition ends with Kelly erasing his own.  Race in this novel appears as a 
dynamic aspect of character development, rather than a static fact of one’s self.  How each 
character sees himself personally and socially shifts over time; this literary work brings together 
perspectives on these race changes that are both in-depth and wide-ranging.  Identity in literature 
is an obvious construction—these are invented characters, after all. 
To transition to a new identity requires some understanding of what an “identity” even is.  
In his book on transcultural adoption, John McLeod writes that on a conceptual level, “identity is 
fundamentally transpersonal rather than the discrete possession of a singular self.”  By this he 
means that identities are subject to larger communal negotiation.  He continues, “They 
[identities] align individuals with wider collectivities that are sought out or imposed; and these 
collectivities themselves gauge the predominant ways in which human lives are categorized, 
divided and hierarchized” (20).  We are both who we say we are and who we are recognized to 
be.  If these two selves are misaligned, then frustration, confusion, and hurt can result.  Yet even 
as we inhabit an increasingly hybridized, globalized, and fast-changing society, we continue to 
rely on the supposed facts of ourselves, whether we are introducing ourselves at a party or filing 
our tax returns.  As Omi and Winant observe, “As social beings, we must categorize people so as 
to be able to ‘navigate’ in the world” (105).  Our identities are complex, even contradictory, and 




 The beauty and challenge of literature is its propensity to make us spend time with the 
question of how we understand other people.  Over the course of many hours and pages, we 
come to know the characters—their origins and motivations, experiences and emotions.  By 
participating in the imaginative world of the novel, we may gain expanded understandings of 
complex issues.  Narratives of racial transitions and re-identifications proliferate in literature.  
The tones vary—from the earnestness of Black Like Me to the acerbic wit of Black No More—as 
do the protagonists—from the adolescent girl in Caucasia to the self-important professor in The 
Human Stain.  The subject of racial identity in literature invests in and explores what is hidden 
and what is revealed. 
Your Face in Mine offers multiple, complex, and contradictory interpretations of what 
race means socially and personally.  The epigraph that precedes Row’s novel is a line by James 
Baldwin: “And I suggest this: that in order to learn your name, you are going to have to learn 
mine.”  Before the narrative begins, readers are pulled into a relational dynamic.  Then, the first 
sentence of the novel expands on this concept of mutual recognition when describing Kelly’s 
experience crossing a parking lot on a Sunday afternoon in February and noticing that “a black 
man comes from the opposite direction, alone, my age or younger, still bundled in a black 
lambswool coat with the hood up, and as he draws nearer I feel an unmistakable shock of 
recognition (Row 3).  Our as-yet-unnamed protagonist tries to determine which feature makes 
the face so recognizable—the nose, the lips, the eyes?  “I know this guy, I’m thinking, yet I’m 
sure I’ve never seen this face before,” he thinks (3).  His knowledge of this person rests not on 
physical features but on a personal shock of familiarity.  This reaction implies a sort of intrinsic 
self.  We are placed within a specific location at a specific time of year, but we do not yet know 




gradually come to know them, as they come to know themselves.  At the end of the novel, 
Kelly—who has now become Curtis—steps off a plane and the flight attendant addresses him in 
Chinese.  “Is this happening?  Can this be?” thinks Kelly/Curtis.  “My words.  My world.  I’ve 
been addressed; I’ve been seen” (370).  He feels recognized, as he once recognized another.  The 
fictional narrative is over, but the implications of who he has been and who he has become 
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CHAPTER 3: TRANS HUMAN 
NARRATIVE PERSPECTIVES IN NEVER LET ME GO 
 
Narrative is a way of understanding the world, its knowledge, its structures, and its meaning.  Paying attention not 
only to the form of narrative but also to how we experience narrative can help us understand what it means to be 
human in the world; it can help us to comprehend our own minds and the minds of others.  As human beings, we 
have identities that are shaped by our relationships with our families, our origins, and our pasts.  We are influenced 
by our race, our gender, our class, our ethnicity.  We are social beings, living in a social world; narrative is a social 
act, situated in that world, emerging from it and shaped by it.  Yet we also have highly individuated minds that can 




 I know that Judy Bridgewater never existed, and so her song, “Never Let Me Go,” is a 
fiction as well.  The singer and song are elements of a larger story, Kazuo Ishiguro’s 2005 novel 
Never Let Me Go.  And yet, after re-reading this narrative, I still searched online for the song; the 
realistic tone of this text is so convincing that for a long moment I thought I could really hear the 
music.  And I found that I could—kind of.  For the movie version of the book, a song was 
composed and recorded, complete with swelling strings and plaintive vocals.  The comments 
section of this YouTube-accessible tune is filled with questions of whether this is a vintage song 
or a gimmick, an actual singer or a performer imitating Judy Garland or Dee Dee Bridgewater, as 
well as the question of why this version is missing the key “baby” lyrics so crucial to the novel.  
Clearly I am not the first reader to wonder how much of this fiction is real.  Rather than 
organically arising during the 1950s torch song era, this song was manufactured to fit in with a 
pre-existing narrative.  The production of this music thus parallels Never Let Me Go itself, which 




The speculative novel54 Never Let Me Go is set in “England, late 1990s,” according to the 
page preceding the novel, which establishes a current place and recent past.  Such a setting 
situates this work within the real debates regarding technology in the new millennium.  Ishiguro 
developed this story during a time when biotechnology—especially cloning—was receiving 
much media coverage (e.g., Dolly the sheep was cloned in 1996).  In her analysis of the novel, 
Karla Holloway explains that this is “no tale of an unimaginable future,” since it speaks to 
current bioethical debates and is set in a familiar time and place (75).  This story tells of a past 
we know—with cassette tapes and movies, thrift stores and classically British weather—a 
mundane world with one major difference: in this imagined landscape, cloning technology has 
been used for decades to create involuntary organ donors.  Holloway notes, “In this fiction, the 
genomic enterprise that makes human clones possible is the unspoken scientific linchpin of a 
public policy that the socially privileged have shaped to satisfy their desire for longevity” (75).  
The clones’ bodies are created by science and owned by society.  But this one speculative aspect 
exists within a narrative that is generically realistic; the language, plot points, and character 
development reveal more about a teenage love triangle than futuristic biopolitics.55 
Following this authorial choice, rather than focusing on the technological interventions 
implicit in this text, I concentrate on the character’s personal experiences.  As Katherine Hayles 
observes in her work on literature and science, “The literary texts often reveal, as scientific work 
cannot, the complex cultural, social, and representational issues tied up with conceptual shifts 
and technological innovations” (24).  Like Ishiguro, I accept the science of this story without 
                                               
54For more on the speculative fiction genre and Never Let Me Go, see Rosario Arias’ “Life After Man?: 
Posthumanity and Genetic Engineering in Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake and Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me 
Go.” 
 




delving into it; instead I look at the repercussions such enhancements cause for the characters of 
this world.  Told from the perspective of Kathy H., a clone, this narrative examines how human 
identity is granted and restricted.  In contrast to prior critics, I do not rely on Kathy’s 
technological origin to classify her as transhuman; instead I look at her social interpellations, 
specifically how she is perceived by other characters within the larger ideological system, as well 
as by the reader.  Through such an analysis, her human identity—or lack thereof—becomes 
unstable and open to interpretation.   
 Similar to Middlesex, Never Let Me Go is in many ways a coming-of-age story.  The 
cloned narrator, Kathy, recounts her childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood, focusing on 
her relationships with friends Ruth and Tommy.  She describes growing up as a student at 
Hailsham, a boarding school for cloned children; then residing at the Cottages, a transitional 
location for young adults; and later working as a “carer” (i.e., a caregiver) for “donors” (i.e., 
clones providing organ donations).  She recalls the minute, yet significant, facets of her life—the 
environment at her school, conversations with Ruth, worries about Tommy—demonstrating how 
personally precious her limited life has been.  The boarding school life described by Ishiguro 
does not significantly differ from other British narratives on the subject, and throughout the 
novel Kathy comes across as a normal, somewhat boring, young woman; despite her 
technologically innovative origin, she is depicted as neither especially advanced nor futuristically 
enhanced.56 
                                               
56This protagonist who adheres unquestioningly to an entrenched British class system echoes the narrator of 
Ishiguro’s earlier novel The Remains of the Day; for more on connections between these novels see Lydia Cooper’s 




This narrative is part of a literary lineage going back to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein57 
that empathetically imagines human experiences from the perspective of one stripped of human 
identity.  Like Frankenstein, this book persists through time, and our current reading gains 
distance with each passing day.  And yet, like novels from centuries before, there is something 
persistently evocative about the large themes of this work centered on love and loss, innocence 
and experience.  In Never Let Me Go, the clones’ foreshortened lives dramatically demonstrate 
the mortality and constraints we all face as humans.  They do not protest—but then, rarely do we.  
By marking the clones as similar to us, but not the same, we can look at them and their 
acceptance of limitations as a sort of mirror to our own human condition.  This work evokes 
notions of fairness, of rights to our lives and bodies.  While Middlesex and Your Face in Mine 
feature protagonists who choose to alter their bodies, in this narrative, the protagonist has little 
agency over her own embodiment.    
This novel concentrates on bodies—especially the organs they produce—but not on 
embodied beings.  As Margaret Atwood observes, the text lacks physicality: there are no smells, 
little food, and sterile sex.  In contrast, “landscapes, buildings, and the weather are intensely 
present,” which creates a sense that what is far away from the body is worth investing in—and 
less likely to be injured (172).  The body described by Kathy is separate from her sense of self; 
her subjectivity, her narrative voice, seems to lack embodiment.  While the main character’s 
body is technologically produced and processed, her interior thoughts and feelings are 
organically developed throughout this story; this story privileges the personal and social, not the 
physical and physiological.  Like the trans narratives discussed in previous chapters, Never Let 
                                               
57De Boever describes Never Let Me Go as a retelling of Frankenstein, Gabriele Griffin notes how the clones’ 
narrative perspective recalls that of Frankenstein, and Michael Grantham’s book looks at Never Let Me Go and 




Me Go emphasizes a personal sense of self over natal, material embodiment.  Kathy’s “self” 
arises not from her body—in fact, Ishiguro offers no details of her bodily appearance or 
sensations.  Instead, her sense of self emerges from her expressions of thoughts and feelings: her 
pride in professional success; her affection for her friends; her contemplations of regrets, desires, 
changes, and dreams.  Despite the fact that this novel’s plot centers on body parts, the narrative 
overall privileges inner reflection, recollection, and interpretation over embodied experience, 
thus devaluing the physical form as locus of meaning. 
From student responses to critical articles, much discussion of Never Let Me Go centers 
on whether the clones in this novel can be considered human.  In this chapter, I examine how we 
define humanity, particularly in terms of posthuman and transhuman theory.  Building on this 
theory, cloning narratives offer especially relevant examples of how contemporary conceptions 
of identity and humanity may be explored.  Turning to the specific clone narrative of Never Let 
Me Go, I explore Kathy’s first-person account (the overt narrative of the story); followed by the 
subtler ideological narrative she has internalized (the covert narrative); and then the narratives 
the clones create together, their rumors and memories (subversive narratives).  I then consider 
the social relationships and diverse perspectives of this novel, i.e., how the guardians58 see the 
clones, how the clones see each other, and how the reader sees the clones.  In this speculative 
novel, humanity is in transition, since the socially established roles—not the scientific 
innovations—ultimately determine identity.  While a guardian sees Kathy as a “creature,” I read 
her as human, and while one critic may see the clones as transhuman, I see the guardians as such.  
Essentially, while the system surrounding these clones (exemplified by the guardians) insists that 
they are less-than-human, other sympathetic perspectives encourage a quite different reading of 
                                               




these characters.  By analyzing the multiple narratives in Never Let Me Go, I find that the 
identity category of “human” proves ultimately moveable and perspectival.  Humanity here is 
less a fact and more a point of view, demonstrating how even the most fundamental of identity 
categories may be in process and transition. 
 
Posthumanism & Transhumanism 
In this chapter focused on recognition and narrative, I incorporate posthuman theory to 
reframe who we consider human in Ishiguro’s novel.  In Becoming Undone, Elizabeth Grosz 
notes, “This question of what constitutes the human is one of the most intense and fraught 
questions of the modern era.  It constitutes the center of feminist, antiracist, and class-based 
struggles.  These struggles have been elaborated around precisely the question of who to include 
or exclude when characterizing the human” (15-6).  Simultaneously technologically advanced 
and socially oppressed, the clones in Never Let Me Go demonstrate the complex dynamics 
between physical body and personal identity.  Rather than focusing on the technological 
innovations commonly considered in transhuman philosophy, though, I concentrate on how 
humanity may be assigned, augmented, or denied in this text.  While the clone characters in this 
novel have transhuman origins, they experience heightened limitations of mortality; in contrast, 
the non-cloned characters experience extended life and opportunity. 
Because these clones originate from technologically advanced methods, many readers 
interpret them as posthuman figures.  In contrast, I argue that because the non-cloned humans 
violate traditional physiological boundaries to extend their longevity, they become the 
posthuman figures—specifically, transhuman figures.  While the clones’ technologically-




cloned members of the larger society demonstrate a far greater move towards transhumanism in 
every other way.  This reading pushes back against a formation of the transhuman reliant on 
medical technology and instead emphasizes how perspective and social narratives play larger 
roles in human identity. 
Maintaining the trans focus of this dissertation, in this section I explore how the most 
fundamental identity category, that of being human, may be variably interpreted and defined 
through the concept of the transhuman.  In my previous chapters, I discussed how gender and 
race may be reframed through a trans lens; in this chapter, I build on that foundation to imagine 
how humanity itself functions as a category in transition.  A few other scholars join me in this 
work.  For example, in her article on trans and human and animal understandings, Eva Hayward 
observes, “‘Trans-,’ a prefix weighted with across, beyond, through (into another state or place—
elsewhere), does the now familiar work of suggesting the unclassifiable.  To be trans- is to be 
transcending or surpassing particular impositions, whether empirical, rhetorical, or aesthetic” 
(68).  In Never Let Me Go, Kathy’s identity is constituted through multiple layers of 
identification and classification: her origins, her lack of family, her friendships, her boarding 
school education, her British nationality, her professional career, her personality.  Some facets 
are beyond her control (e.g., where, when, and how she was born), but others are clearly in 
process, in becoming (e.g., her relationships to others and herself).  Throughout the novel, she is 
clearly in a state of development and transition, both personally and professionally; her social 
identity and self-identity are in flux, not fixed. 
While the above critics gesture towards a broad-scaled interpretation of trans identity, 
Camille Nurka explicitly addresses the intersection of posthumanist and transgender theory.  She 




human/nonhuman, sex/gender, hetero/homo, man/woman, mind/body, natural/unnatural”) and 
explains that, historically, the modern conception of the “human” is largely based on gender 
essentialism (210-1).  She writes that “a posthumanist or transgender feminist project is not 
about stripping away the illusion of humanity or sex to find the truth of what we have always 
been.  Rather, it is to produce becomings that reconfigure, reconstitute, break apart sedimented 
forms” (224).  Like Nurka, I see gender and humanity as deeply linked categories that come into 
being through rupture and change; for this particular chapter, I focus primarily on how human 
identity is not an inherent truth we uncover, but in fact a dynamic and interpretive process. 
 “Humanity”—like other similarly large, important terms—has multiple definitions.  The 
most stable explanation relies on a recognizably human DNA structure, but works like Never Let 
Me Go demonstrate how having human DNA does not entail automatic recognition as a human.  
Throughout human history acts of violence, exclusion, and oppression have been justified by a 
refusal to admit the humanity of certain groups (e.g., Nazis referring to Jewish people as “rats” 
during the Holocaust, Hutus calling Tutsis “cockroaches” during the Rwandan genocide).  
Depending on the social position of the individual, they may interpret others as being “like” or 
“unlike” themselves; for example, when reading the “spider scene” that I will discuss at length 
later on, the guardian sees the clone characters as creatures, while the reader of this scene is 
encouraged to see them as relatable subjects.  Regarding what defines a person, Kimberly Hurd 
Hale writes, “Our understanding of personhood is complicated by technological forays into the 
building blocks of human life, particularly those that target human biology and the human mind” 
(3).  In this chapter, I argue that human identity in Never Let Me Go stems more from behavior 
and relationships than from biological origins and the physiological body.  What we know about 




as an unfortunate object; readers know that Kathy has an active inner life, so they see her as a 
sympathetic subject.  Human identity is both something innate (our genes) and conferred (our 
status).  Those deprived of humanity—due to race, gender, nationality, etc.—have a long history 
of trying to earn or prove their right to be recognized as human.  Never Let Me Go both speaks to 
this historical pattern and imaginatively extends it into new territory.   
 This new territory, long the purview of science fiction and fantasy narratives, exists in the 
realm of the posthuman.  There is a long, complicated legacy of transhuman and posthuman 
philosophy and ethics.  According to Nick Bostrom in “A History of Transhumanist Thought,”59 
the term “transhumanism” first appeared in an article by biologist Julian Huxley in 1957 (7).  
Since then, this strand of posthumanism has gained both advocates and critics.  I will first discuss 
my understanding of posthumanism broadly, and then delve into transhumanism specifically.  
While many scholars have written extensively on posthumanism, I focus here on work by Hayles 
and Karen Barad because, as mentioned, my focus is less on the actual scientific technology and 
more on the cultural and philosophical ramifications of such a framework.  In their work, Barad 
and Hayles consistently emphasize relationships between subjects, co-productions of knowledge, 
and interactions among agents (both organic and inorganic).  In “Posthumanist Performativity,” 
for instance, Barad draws on Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, and Donna Haraway to propose a 
posthuman materialist account of performativity (827), a conceptualization focused on the 
agency of “human,” “nonhuman,” and “cyborgian.”  She explains that “[h]olding the category 
‘human’ fixed excludes an entire range of possibilities in advance, eliding important dimensions 
                                               
59For readers interested in a more in-depth discussion of this subject, this article offers a comprehensive overview of 
transhumanism’s history and implications.  Additional information on transhuman ethics, history, and philosophy 
may be found in Ted Chu’s Human Purpose and Transhuman Potential, Michael Grantham’s The Transhuman 
Antihero, Andrew Pilsch’s Transhumanism: Evolutionary Futurism and the Human Technologies of Utopia, and 




of the workings of power” (826).  In this novel, those with societal power retain their human 
status while insisting on the nonhuman identity of the clones.  Hayles defines the posthuman as a 
point of view that privileges informational patterns over material instantiations; de-emphasizes 
the importance of consciousness; considers the body a plastic prosthesis, to which further 
prosthetics may be added; and configures human being as readily expressible by intelligent 
machines (3).  “In the posthuman,” she explains, “there are no essential differences or absolute 
demarcations between bodily existence and computer simulation, cybernetic mechanism and 
biological organism, robot teleology and human goals” (3).  This vision of a posthuman self that 
is extended or adapted by technology, cybernetics, and/or prosthetics arises in Never Let Me Go 
in terms of both the clones’ origin and their purpose.  Kathy is a person out of relation; she is 
technologically produced through scientific methods rather than organically conceived, thus 
implying a posthuman derivation.  Further, her body—her matter—is seen as parts that may be 
removed and repurposed, as one might exchange one cog or screw with another.  Her body parts 
function as crucial replacements and additions for other people.  This narrative point highlights 
posthuman hybridity: the clone organs incorporated in non-cloned human bodies create a mix of 
self/other. 
But while other clone narratives may conceive of clones as posthuman figures that 
benefit from technological advancements, in Ishiguro’s novel, these clones provide rather than 
receive; they are subsumed and abased by a posthuman system.  The clones are routinely 
dehumanized, as I will discuss in detail in the pages to come, and yet they are so akin to typical 
humans that their matter may be assimilated within non-cloned human bodies.  Though the 
clones have posthuman origins, they ultimately remain more traditionally human—and certainly 




experience the benefits of extended health and life through prosthetics (i.e., the healthy body 
parts) that the clones are forced and coerced to provide.  In this new vision of society, the hybrid 
bodies of non-clones carry rights and privileges denied to those with cloned bodies. 
Within this posthuman framework, to be “transhuman” is to be a “transitional human,” 
one who is moving towards a state of posthumanism.  Max More and Natasha Vita-More explain 
that transhumanism promotes an interdisciplinary approach to understanding how technological 
advancements may enhance the human condition and the human organism (1).  More and Vita-
More emphasize “the need for inclusivity, plurality, and continuous questioning of our 
knowledge” in understanding transhumanism (1).  According to Max More, transhumanism 
emphasizes progress and possibility; while humanism traditionally relies on education and 
culture to improve human nature, transhumanism turns to science and technology (4).  Through 
this, humans may become posthuman—i.e., exceed the limitations of the human condition (4).  
This formulation sets up a binary between culture and science; in much transhumanist work the 
latter is privileged.  I find that in Never Let Me Go, the guardians purport a humanist worldview 
(e.g., they emphasize art and literature), but actually they support a transhumanist social structure 
(e.g., they unapologetically prioritize clone-based organ donation technology). 
While the cloned characters continue down the humanist path of valuing expression, art, 
and creativity, the guardians ultimately abandon such values in favor of their own medical 
advancement.  More asserts, “Posthuman beings would no longer suffer from disease, aging, and 
inevitable death (but they are likely to face other challenges” (5).  Further, he notes that 
overcoming these limitations is both “possible and desirable” to transhumanists (12-13).  In his 
article “In Defense of Posthuman Dignity,” Bostrom explains that transhumanism asserts that 




which may make it possible to increase human health-span, extend our intellectual and physical 
capacities, and give us increased control over our own mental states and moods” (202).  Bostrom 
then advocates for wide availability of enhancement technologies, including reproductive 
technologies, in order to extend health-spans, increase intellectual facilities, and develop other 
heightened abilities (202).  The human form here is assumed improvable, in the process of 
becoming, developing, evolving.  The focus, though, is only on improving biomedically—not 
socially or ethically.  The posthuman, as Barad and Hayles explain, is a figure incorporating 
more than the current human; the transhuman, as More, Vita-More, and Bostrom explain, is the 
moving figure who brings us to that point. 
If, as Bostrom argues, the transhuman figure is superior yet compatible with humans, 
then the term does not reflect the cloned figures in Ishiguro’s novel; the clones are not superior 
but subjected, and they are exploited so that non-cloned humans can become augmented.  Kathy 
and her peers are genetically human so that their bodies will be compatible with, but never equal 
to, the non-cloned characters around them.  The clones represent the limited, intensely mortal 
lives that the transhuman seeks to escape.  Yet these clones are linked—in the minds of society 
members and perhaps the reader—with the notion of a more “advanced” race of human.  For 
example, at the end of the novel, we learn that the reason Hailsham finally closes is because of 
the Morningdale scandal, in which a scientist creates “superior” children, and the public recoils 
(Ishiguro 264).  This act of enhancement is linked in public opinion with the clone donors (264).  
In contrast to this opinion in the novel, and building on the theoretical work done by Barad, 
Hayles, Bostrom, More, and others, I interpret the characters’ humanity in this novel as rooted in 
what they can do and be, rather than simply how they were born.  Such an analysis utilizes 




access to medical advancements is crucial to the plot developments of Never Let Me Go, in my 
formulation of humanity in this novel, I emphasize narrative agency and perspective. 
 
Clone Narratives 
In Never Let Me Go, at Hailsham the students are considered less than human because 
they are clones, a revelation gradually revealed to the reader in the first section of the book.  To 
unravel the significance of this status, first we must examine what a clone is and represents.  In 
her work on doubles and copies, Heather Humann asserts that “part of being human stems from 
having a unique genetic identity; according to this definition, clones, by their very nature, trouble 
these boundaries” (47).  She goes on to note that this novel featuring clone characters raises 
“debates about what it means to be human” (47)—particularly in terms of the search for the self 
and the concept of doubling (43, 49).  Maria Ferreira also asserts that these figures tap into 
crucial questions regarding our human origin and purpose (4).60  She observes, “Cloned people 
can aptly be called posthuman in the sense that they have been ‘artificially’ created by means of 
asexual reproduction” (2).  As mentioned previously, while I acknowledge the posthuman 
reproductive features of the clones, Never Let Me Go depicts a darker vision of posthuman 
possibilities since the clones are limited rather than liberated by their technologically adjusted 
bodies.  Further, the clone characters in Never Let Me Go provide a unique instantiation of how 
such figures may simultaneously be both unoriginal in form and individual in perspective.  In 
this section I will discuss critical responses to clone narratives, especially in terms of how clones 
exist as copies; I argue that through mimicry these figures perform humanity, just as we all 
                                               
60Amit Marcus responds to Ferreira’s linkage of clones and doubles in “Telling the Difference: Clones, Doubles and 
What’s in Between?” and Nicole A. Diederich then responds to him in “Telling Differences: Complicating, 




socially perform aspects of our identities.  In addition, the origins of these copies in Never Let 
Me Go lack clear, singular significance—we do not see the models for these copies, and the 
characters offer diverse interpretations of these origins’ potential influences.  Within the 
transhuman framework, clones generally serve as contemporary examples of how human 
(re)production may shift and evolve.  In this particular novel, though, the focus is not on the 
clones’ origins but on their behaviors and interpretations.  Therefore Ishiguro’s narrative depicts 
clones whose social actions bear more weight than their genetics, which demonstrates an often 
overlooked aspect of transhuman formulations of clone potentiality. 
The clones in this novel are notable in their relation to life and death; the origins of their 
lives bypass the typical human reproductive process,61 since they are each replicated from the 
cells of one individual.  But their lives end unnaturally as well; to increase the life expectancy of 
others, the clones’ organs will be removed in their early adulthood, leading to unnecessarily early 
death.  Gabriele Griffin asserts that the implication that the clones are “mere matter that is 
gradually stripped of its material substance until that substance cannot sustain itself any longer or 
has no further use value” creates horror and raises questions about biotechnological possibilities 
and consequences (65).62  Likewise, Liani Lochner’s essay on scientific discourse concludes that 
the emotional content of this narrative demonstrates the affective material beyond the range of 
scientific notions of humanity (234).  These cloned characters may begin in futuristic, scientific 
conditions, but their brutally limited lives evoke a sense of human tragedy, not superhuman 
success.  In this way, Ishiguro’s novel stands apart from other clone narratives and 
interpretations focused more exclusively on sci-fi features.  In my analysis of Never Let Me Go, I 
                                               
61Further, the clones are incapable of reproduction themselves, a fact that is not explained in detail (96). 
 
62Griffin’s passive voice construction here interestingly absolves the agents who due the “stripping” of substance, 




push beyond a reading focused on clones’ bodies and look instead to other aspects that define 
human identity such as behavior, thoughts, feelings, relationships, and narrative interpretations.   
Regarding how Ishiguro probes the limitations of humanity, Martin Puchner explains that 
most readers see Kathy as “fundamentally a human like us” who is caught in a dehumanizing 
system (36).  He notes the differences between clones and humans—e.g., infertility and inferior 
status (40-1)—but notes the similarities as well.  For example, imitation is central to humanity, 
from language to gestures to cultural objects like music (45).  We all imitate, to different 
degrees.  Moreover, Hale reminds us of the Hailsham curriculum lessons on mundane activities 
and the TV characters that the clones imitate; she observes that the students “must practice and 
mimic in order to ‘pass’ as human” (97).  For example, at Hailsham students take a class called 
Culture Briefing in which they role-play various people they would encounter “out there,” such 
as waiters, police officers, etc. (Ishiguro 110).  Also, at the Cottages Kathy notices that the older 
couples copy mannerisms from television shows.  Without realizing this, Ruth then copies these 
couples in their physical and verbal shows of affection (120-1).  While Kathy and Ruth bicker 
about the accuracy of these behaviors, the reality is that most of us learn how to interact with 
each other through copying those around us (as demonstrated by every middle school trend).  
Interpersonal relationships are performed and understood within the context of what we have 
seen and experienced.  Hale explains, “The novel illustrates that mimicry is essential to the 
socialization of human beings” (100).  Building on Butler’s work, here we see characters not 
only performing gender but humanity as well. 
While some may see this mimicry as negative, a sign of the clones’ otherness, I interpret 
such copying behavior as actually central to humanity.  Kathy and her friends mirror most of 




adapt to new social contexts.  This narrative seems to assert that people, like cassette tapes, may 
be copies, and yet they may be equally valued in each form.  For example, the “original” Judy 
Bridgewater tape at Hailsham and the “copy” found in Norfolk are of equal worth to Kathy 
(Ishiguro 64); each item has its own precious story.  Technology may create multiple copies of 
the same object, but each copy then acquires its individual place in the world.  Despite knowing 
that Kathy is a clone, we see no other version of her in the text; she is a copy only theoretically, 
abstractly—we meet no other narrator.  She may have replicated DNA, but we know this 
protagonist as a singular being. 
Further, a copy implies an origin, but this text lacks that origin, since there is no return or 
reveal.  Instead we see a copy that functions as the only version we know.  And yet, these copies 
seek their models, much like characters have explored their origins in narratives from Roots to 
Absalom, Absalom!  The models, commonly called “possibles” in the text (Ishiguro 139), are 
subjects of interest for Kathy, Ruth, and Tommy, and each character interprets their role as a 
“copy” differently.  Kathy explains that students keep an eye out for people like themselves since 
they “believed that when you saw the person you were copied from, you’d get some insight into 
who you were deep down” (139-40).  For example, when Kathy worries that her sexual urges are 
abnormal (231), she looks for her possible in the faces of porn stars posing in magazines, since 
such a model could explain her feelings (135).  Kathy believes that her possible could hold 
answers, or at least indicate a reason for the way she is developing, much as a child might seek to 
explain a personality trait as inherited from a parent. 
Ruth, though, sees her relationship with her possible not as parental but as equal, as 
revealed halfway through the novel when the students travel to Norfolk.  They are looking for 




dissimilar to share Ruth’s DNA.  Ruth exclaims they should have expected as much since they 
are “modelled from trash.”  This moment sets off a long rant, at the end of which, in a rare 
moment of frankness, Ruth uses the term “clone” (the first appearance of this word in the novel) 
(Ishiguro 166).  She sees not only her own identity as inferior but that of her model as well; they 
are both “trash,” and they are alike in their debasement. 
In contrast to Ruth, Tommy later remarks to Kathy, “‘I don’t see how it makes any 
difference.  Our models, what they were like, that’s nothing to do with us, Kath” (Ishiguro 168).  
While Kathy hopes for a possible to give answers and Ruth derides a possible as powerless as 
she, Tommy sees himself distinct from his possible genetic origin.  These differing attitudes 
demonstrate that each individual makes their own story, their own interpretation of significance 
specific to their perspective.  Replicated DNA notwithstanding, these meaning-making acts are 
original and particular.  The same information—whether it be genetic or narrative—gives rise to 
diverse expression in the lives of these cloned characters in Never Let Me Go.  This novel 
participates in the clone narrative genre, but the behaviors and perspectives of the cloned 
characters reveal that they are more than just scientifically replicated bodies. 
 
Kathy’s Narrative 
Now that I have discussed how Never Let Me Go as a whole functions as a clone 
narrative, I turn to the narratives comprising the book itself.  This novel is explicitly the life story 
of Kathy, the protagonist and first-person narrator.  Underlying her narrative, though, is an 
implicit story about the role of clones in this imagined society, a sort of unspoken Hailsham 
ideology.  Weaving through both these narratives are the clones’ creative stories, their shared 




of passive, objectified clones.  In the sections that follow, I will examine each of these three 
narratives; I begin with Kathy’s personal account of existence and transition. 
As I analyze this novel, I keep returning to the question: How do we define a human?  
Human characteristics include a sense of self—agency, memory, a narrative of personal 
development over time.  By telling this story through the voice of Kathy, Ishiguro sets up the 
reader to perceive the cloned character as human; her singular perspective comes across as any 
other fictive, presumably human character might.  In this section I examine how Kathy is 
initially established as a character, followed by an analysis of the narrative structure—
particularly in terms of how time and memory function.  Through her narrative voice and this 
narrative form, Kathy’s sense of self emerges.  Her individual personality comes across as 
singular and significant; she is unmistakably herself, despite how she is perceived by the 
oppressive system subsuming her.  Genetically advanced, she is socially constrained; her 
posthuman biology and subaltern status highlight that a formulation of the transhuman 
emphasizing only physicality and technology lacks a key dimension: the stories we tell about 
ourselves and to each other. 
The first paragraph of the first chapter establishes the narrator’s name (Kathy H.), her age 
(31), profession (carer), and style (conversational, a bit confessional).  She assumes her audience 
knows the world she inhabits intimately, and she relates information as though from one expert 
to another; after saying she has been a carer for over eleven years, she acknowledges, “That 
sounds long enough, I know, but actually they want me to go on for another eight months” 
(Ishiguro 3).  That gentle “I know” implies a ready familiarity with the reading audience.  Later 
she denies that she is boasting about her career, only to admit a few sentences afterwards that 




certain unreliability that carries on throughout the text.  But this narrator is straightforward about 
some things—for example, how much her work means to her and how she has learned a “kind of 
instinct” about how to calm and comfort donors, which emphasizes the centrality of her work to 
her sense of self (3).  Finally, within this initial paragraph she employs common turns of phrase 
(“by and large,” “Okay”) and starts several sentences with conjunctions (“And, “But”) (3), which 
makes this prose easy to read, to almost glide through, as one would do in an easy conversation 
with a friend.  The text as a whole is well-paced, since many chapters end with a fragment of 
new information, a tease without full details that propels the reader forward. 
This narrative moves forward, though, only to circle back; the character of Kathy is split 
between the one remembering and the one in memory.  Kathy frequently interrupts, corrects, or 
re-directs her own narrative (e.g., “But that’s not really what I want to talk about just now” 
(Ishiguro 45)).  These rhetorical moves simultaneously both undermine her authority, since she 
appears convoluted in her story-telling, and emphasize her authority, since she lets information 
come to the reader in her own time and in her own way.  Mark Currie reads these moves as 
indications that Kathy doubts her own accuracy, especially considering the gap in time between 
events occurring and the recording of them, as well as the layers of recollection (i.e., 
remembering a memory previously remembered) (94).  He concludes that this narrative time 
structure controls readers’ distance from Kathy, essentially keeping us “close enough to the truth 
to experience the process of relative deprivation with her, and yet not so close as to prevent 
judgement of her, or to be able to see the truth of what is coming to her” (103).  Readers see this 
structure at work early on in the text; for example, when describing a particular experience 
Tommy had on the football field, Kathy describes in detail how Ruth and the others felt about 




preceding statements (Ishiguro 8), and the first paragraph of Chapter Two begins, “This was all a 
long time ago so I might have some of it wrong” (13).  Throughout this novel, the reader is 
informed that while Kathy wants to create a complete, accurate account, she is iterative and 
fallible in her recollections and interpretations.  The reader is thus encouraged to more actively 
participate and piece together the story, rather than simply relying on Kathy’s word. 
As readers, we are actively engaged in interpreting Kathy’s world and Kathy herself 
through this recursive narrative structure.  In their essay on self-making in narrative, Birgit 
Neumann and Ansgar Nunning assert that identity is intimately tied to narrative (3).  In effect, 
stories are how we think through things and how we come to be.  By setting down a narrative, 
one can create a sense of sustained unity and a causal explanation for events (6).  The storyteller 
Kathy is in a moment of transition—from carer to donor—and of grief, since her friends have 
both recently died.  While she is not transitioning beyond the constraints of human mortality and 
vulnerability as a transhuman figure would, she is certainly transitioning both in her social 
function and personal relationships.  In a profoundly human way, she is telling her story to make 
sense of not only these events but her own identity.  Further, as Neumann and Nunning explain, 
“Stories are inevitably rooted in power relations; they build the values and beliefs that define 
cultural mentalities and dominant ideologies” (10).  We draw on existing narrative patterns to 
understand ourselves and our culture (16).  Therefore, fictional narratives become a place of 
possible exploration of “culturally admissible constructions of identity” (16).  By recalling how 
she and her friends were brought up and influenced by their larger culture, at Hailsham and 
beyond, Kathy seeks to construct a meaningful sense of self. 
This story reveals Kathy’s self and situates that self within a changing society.  While 




The way the story is told—i.e., in a relatable, creative, empathetic manner—contradicts what the 
story tells—i.e., that Kathy is objectified and therefore exploitation is justified.  This narrative 
serves as an act of resistance, since sharing her personal voice reveals that a thinking, feeling self 
exists despite the surrounding oppressive system.  Through sharing her perspective, Kathy 
transitions from the role of object to that of subject.  In Ishiguro’s novel, the process of story-
telling is thus also a process of human-becoming. 
 
Ideological Narratives 
 The mundane schoolgirl details Kathy recounts reveal not only personal experiences but 
also an internalized narrative and insidious worldview.  There are unspoken rules to her society, 
most revealed in her descriptions of life in and directly after Hailsham.  The ideological system 
developed at Hailsham profoundly affects the clones’ understanding of their place in the world.  
These students, genetically equal to and compatible with non-cloned humans, are taught to be 
less-than through subtle ideological indoctrination.  The unwritten rules of Hailsham require 
adherence to a system that prioritizes implication and obfuscation over explication and 
information, and that uses personal creativity and caring to fuel economic systems.  Kathy’s 
narrative gradually informs the reader of these dynamics as she both describes and questions how 
the world in Never Let Me Go functions. 
The students at Hailsham demonstrate many of the same feelings—embarrassment, 
insistence on the proper way to do things, bullying of those who do not conform—as typical 
adolescents in the world today.  Yet these feelings are directed in curious directions; for instance, 




considers the students’ adolescent obsession with the Sales63 (Ishiguro 41), and rather than 
extolling the football hero, she champions the best artists at her school (18).  These differences in 
focus pull the reader away from lived reality and into the world of Hailsham, which is uncanny 
in its twist on the familiar.  The reader sees through two lenses when learning of Kathy’s life: 
that of the unfamiliar reader exploring a fictional text, and that of an interpellated “you” who has 
presumed familiarity with the world (an address I will analyze in full later on). 
Like the clones, we as readers are both “told and not told” (Ishiguro 81), since we receive 
information about this world before we can truly comprehend it.  For example, when describing 
her caring career, Kathy asserts, “Carers aren’t machines” (4).  At this point in the novel, though, 
the reader still does not know quite what kind of carer Kathy is or who precisely she is caring 
for.  Despite Kathy’s detailed descriptions, much information remains implicit; the reader, like 
the students, is supposed to apprehend the rules of the world without having them spelled out.  
For example, at Hailsham students are careful not to mention the Gallery64 in front of the 
Guardians (40), despite no rule existing regarding such a topic; at the Cottages, clones taking 
courses to prepare for jobs as carers are not mentioned (132); when students claim impossible 
experiences (e.g., having lots of sex at Hailsham (97), reading lots of classic books at the 
Cottages (123)), no one questions such blatantly false assertions.  Bringing up controversial 
topics or engaging in confrontations are clearly taboo, and the students generally follow these 
rules, even at personal cost (e.g., Tommy and Ruth never express their romantic feelings).  A 
notable exception arises when, on a car ride home together, Tommy and Kathy both insist Ruth 
                                               
63The Sales are a monthly opportunity for students to use their tokens to purchase clothes, toys, and other special, 
non-student-produced items from “the outside” (41).  Tokens are provided based on the artwork students produced, 
emphasizing how the Hailsham economy relied on creativity (16). 
 




should have tried harder to see if working in an office could have been an option for her.  Ruth 
pushes back: “‘You say I should have looked into it.  How?  Where would I have gone?  There 
wasn’t a way to look into it’” (230).  This unusual outburst underlines how obscure and 
untraceable the avenues of power are—who makes decisions, and how are they reached?  
Neither the reader nor the clones know; the reader cannot ask, and the clones seem to believe 
they cannot either. 
In Never Let Me Go, small moments reveal larger systems.  Since explicit expression is 
discouraged, language is molded through implication and euphemism to communicate power 
relations.  For instance, when Ruth implies that a guardian gave her a personal gift—a surprising, 
impossibly affectionate show of attachment—Kathy recalls, “I was never sure, of course, if she 
was telling the truth, but since she wasn’t actually ‘telling’ it, only hinting, it was never possible 
to challenge her” (Ishiguro 57).  Ruth’s language of subtle suggestion leverages her power; by 
not being straightforward in her terms, she evades direct rejection or rebuttal.  Similarly, the 
educational and medical systems use evasive, euphemistic language; by not making the roles 
explicit, they side-step confrontation.  “Students” are clones; “guardians” are teachers; “donors” 
are those whose bodies are forcibly plundered; “carers” are those who must comfort the 
“donors”; and “completion” is death.65  Regarding such language, Virginia Yeung observes: 
“Euphemisms in the novel have a dual function of masking the enterprise of cloning as well as 
expressing death-related notions.  Echoing the way human beings talk about death and its related 
concepts, positive-sounding words are used in the story to refer to such ideas” (2).  While these 
terms may indeed echo contemporary social discourse (e.g., “passing away”), the terms come 
loaded with additional valences; as Debra Journet asserts, such vocabulary (donor, carer, 
                                               




guardian) is associated with altruism, and as such, it enables two narratives: “one, the official 
narrative, is a story of altruism and care; the other, covert narrative, is a story of violence and 
death” (63).  Over the course of the novel, this vocabulary, like the ideology, becomes 
naturalized (66).  Rather than being obscured by scientific jargon, the violence in this text is slyly 
coated in ordinary language. 
In addition to their own terminology, the Hailsham system has its own economy.  
Shameem Black focuses on the circulation of art objects (e.g., the Exchanges) as a metaphor of 
the predations of economic systems (796).66  The Exchanges are a quarterly “exhibition-cum-
sale” at which student creations (poetry, pottery, sculptures, paintings, drawings) could be 
exchanged.  These items are used for decoration and personal touches.  About these important 
events, Kathy observes, “I can see now, too, how the Exchanges had a more subtle effect on us 
all.  If you think about it, being dependent on each other to produce the stuff that might become 
your private treasures—that’s bound to do things to your relationships” (Ishiguro 16).  This 
insight speaks to the larger issues of clones producing the “private treasures” of organs for 
others.  In the context of these Exchanges and Madame’s Gallery, the ability to create “good” art 
determined one’s status at Hailsham.  Kathy explains that “how you were regarded at Hailsham, 
how much you were liked and respected, had to do with how good you were at ‘creating’” (16).  
Tommy’s difficulties creating appropriately (e.g., his underdeveloped paintings) mark him as 
less-than within this hierarchy.  Things only improve for him after Miss Lucy tells him that if he 
does not want to “be creative” then “that was perfectly all right” (23).67  Kathy reacts to this 
comment angrily, because she simply cannot believe that such a statement would be true (24).  
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This reaction underlines how deeply valued the concept of creativity is to Hailsham students; 
Tommy implying that a guardian sanctioned his non-creativity seems an impossible story.  These 
clones are taught humanistic values, such as artistic creativity, but they unfortunately exist within 
a larger society of transhumanistic values that privileges medical resources and advancement.  
The former value system is a reassuring narrative masking the exploitative latter one. 
Beyond Hailsham, the high value placed on creating moves over to caring, as evidenced 
early on by Kathy’s pride in her lengthy career as a capable carer (Ishiguro 3).  These clones 
have been produced for their organs and groomed to be caretakers.  In his book on the welfare 
state in literature, Bruce Robbins observes how the “caring” role holds both “professional and 
unprofessional senses” (210).  For instance, caring in the sociopolitical welfare state holds a 
different significance than it does in personal relationships.  The economy of caring intersects 
with the intimacy of caring.68  Regarding how the clones’ caring system functions in the novel, 
Arne De Boever asserts that the carers dull the donors’ pain, lessening their rage at the 
oppressive system, and thus demonstrate complicity with that system (60-1).  If the clones had 
nothing to provide meaning in their lives, no social script to follow, there would be no reason to 
keep going.  When at Hailsham, art gives Kathy purpose and status, and then at the centers, 
caring becomes her new purpose.  Never Let Me Go thus implies a shared social script, an 
established narrative arc, that the clones are expected to follow until their deaths. 
This system is not all-encompassing, though, since while the students have internalized 
the values and language of this ideological system, they still retain agency in their thoughts and 
questions.  For example, when Tommy and Kathy talk about what Miss Lucy revealed to 
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Tommy—that he did not need to be creative—Tommy edges up to the students’ origins and 
purpose by recalling Miss Lucy did not think the students were being “taught enough,” but not in 
terms of schoolwork.  He explains, “What she was talking about was, you know, about us.  
What’s going to happen to us one day.  Donations and all that” (Ishiguro 29).  Kathy and Tommy 
puzzle over the meaning of Miss Lucy’s words, since they believe they know about donations 
already.  What they do not see, but the reader realizes over time, is that these students have not 
been taught that there are options; their lives have been artificially foreclosed by an exploitative 
system.  As Kathy and Tommy talk through this issue, Kathy probes: “What’s the link?  Why did 
she bring up donations?  What’s that got to do with your being creative?” (30)  I see two clear 
connections in response to Kathy’s questions: the created artwork and created organs are both 
appropriated by the people in power; and the emphasis on creating artwork is an illusion that 
obscures the fact that whatever they create, think, or do will not help them in this system of 
death.  This scene also reveals the intellectual agency of these students: they are inquisitive, 
analytical, and reflective.  In fact, Kathy describes her latter years at Hailsham as “different,” 
“serious,” and “darker,” and explains that the turning point was her decision to stop backing 
away from “awkward stuff” and to instead “ask questions, if not out loud, at least within myself” 
(77).  Since the students at Hailsham are so thoroughly indoctrinated in this societal narrative, a 
movement towards asking questions and considering options is a major step in self-realization 
for Kathy. 
Over the course of this novel, the implicit ideology of Hailsham repeatedly insists on the 
clones’ proscribed, inferior status.  Understandably, Kathy and her peers internalize this vision of 
themselves—to a point.  Kathy is still capable of independent, intelligent thought and seeks to 




oppressive system, Kathy dares to question, at least within herself, her social setting and social 
role.  She may not have the transhuman ability to extend her life, but she can extend her 
understanding.  She is a character in transition from ignorance to awareness, from passivity to 
agency, as I discuss in the section below. 
 
Agential Narratives 
Much has been written about the clone characters’ perceived passivity in this novel.  Like 
an audience watching the protagonist of a horror movie, readers may often want to shout out, 
“Just run!”  For example, Ligia Tomoiaga describes the reader’s response of “overwhelming 
anger” at the characters lack of daring (258).  John Mullan claims, “the cleverest, saddest 
constraint of the novel is the limit it places upon the characters’ imaginings” (105).  Along this 
line, Puchner asserts that Kathy’s lack of outrage “makes one wonder whether she is not 
somehow deficient, perhaps in a way one might expect from a manufactured creature” (36).  In 
response to the question of why the Hailsham students neither rebel nor flee, Journet argues that 
because Hailsham (and the larger system it participates in) has so successfully transmitted a 
normalized ideology to the participants, they accept the constraints of their lives.  She writes, 
“Resistance is never attempted because it is never imagined” (62).  Likewise, Currie asserts that 
Kathy does not run away because she experiences the social control of the “total institution” 
(101).  In these critical responses, a consensus appears to emerge: the clones’ passivity inspires 
more active reader engagement, reveals how power and ideology function in this fictional world, 
and demonstrates the clones’ lack of imagination.  While I agree with these first two claims, I 
push back against the last one.  In fact, I think this novel is particularly subversive in how 




like (a daring escape plan, a violent rebellion, etc.), but these characters certainly do imagine 
other ways of being, even if they do not always succeed in realizing these dreams.  Within 
Kathy’s narrative—and pushing back against the dominant Hailsham ideology—there are clone-
created narratives that reveal the imagination and agency of these exploited subjects. 
These characters struggle to reconcile what they have been taught with what they can 
figure out, what they have experienced with what they can imagine.  While the clones appear 
passive in their avoidance of the unfamiliar, throughout this novel they subtly and subversively 
express their agency through carefully considered rumors and memories.  They do not escape the 
limits of mortality like the transhuman non-cloned characters, but they do resist imposed limits 
nonetheless.  To deny the importance and agency of these narrative acts is to presume that only 
physical action matters; I argue that like identity, action may be relational and interpretive rather 
than material.  These clones’ shared narratives—what they tell each other, what they tell about 
themselves—are actions that push back against the dominant ideology insisting on an absence of 
clones’ inner lives and agency. 
Before turning to how the clones express their agency through rumor and memory, I will 
first explain their general, sheltered worldview, as evidenced by their time in the Cottages.  
Because the ways in which power operates in Never Let Me Go are obscure and little-known, 
these characters frequently seek security in the familiar.  In this novel, Hailsham looms as an 
institution, a source of identity, a foundational ideology.  Once the students move on from 
Hailsham, their lives open up; this is the moment of young adulthood and newfound freedom that 
seems ripe for rebellion and escape.  And yet, the former Hailsham students spend their time 
reading Victorian novels, making out, and going on rambling walks—all activities of leisure that 




frustrating to the reader and crucial to the novel.  Semi-independent for the first time, Kathy 
explains that at the Cottages they vaguely discuss traveling to visit other students they know, but, 
despite their lessons at school, “we had no real idea at that point about distances and how easy or 
hard it was to visit a particular place” (Ishiguro 118).  These characters are both in the world and 
removed from it—their life in Britain is radically confined and they are naïve compared to 
presumed “real world” counterparts.69  Anything as radical as full escape is inconceivable.  
Kathy observes that they expected the Cottages would be similar to Hailsham, a sort of extension 
of what they knew, and beyond that: “We certainly didn’t think much about our lives beyond the 
Cottages, or about who ran them, or how they fitted into the larger world.  None of us thought 
like that in those days” (116).  The lack of awareness does not indicate a lack of humanity, 
though; rather, I see this thinking as a normal teenage response.  The interpersonal world is much 
more interesting than the bureaucratic or logistic one—for instance, do college students pay 
attention to how academic bureaucracy functions?  The clones in this novel, like people living in 
the real world, invest in their personal relationships and generally allow themselves to be nudged 
along by larger institutional systems. 
While many scholars have critiqued the students’ lack of imagination and initiative since 
they do not try to escape this institutional system, I argue that these characters do show great 
imagination in other ways.  Rather than planning escape routes, the clones in this novel express 
personal agency and imagination through their use of rumors and memories.  These are forms of 
rebellion, demonstrations of thoughts and feelings extending beyond the limitations clones are 
presumed to have.  In contrast to a framework centered on how technology may overcome 
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human limitations, Kathy focuses on narrative to combat the oppressive circumstances; her story 
asserts that her life has value. 
Like any of us, the clones struggle to imagine possibilities they have not seen or heard 
about; we are frequently bound within the world we know, unless stories or models open up 
other options.  These students know that their futures include being carers, then donors.  And yet, 
they do imagine “dream futures,” such as working in an office or being a farmer.  Kathy states, 
“We probably knew they couldn’t be serious, but then again, I’m sure we didn’t regard them as 
fantasy either,” since the teenaged students could forget what was coming while in a sort of 
suspended state at the Cottages (Ishiguro 142-3).  There were even some rumors of other, prior 
students going on to have jobs, like when Chrissie tells of a girl in Wales working in a clothes 
shop (152).  Rumors, like memories, are stories we tell to make sense of the world around us and 
to try to understand our place in it.  Rumors arise when verifiable information is absent, and the 
individual seeks to fill in gaps with creative interpretations. 
Stories show what is possible, beyond what is personally experienced.  Rumors propel 
the plot forward in this novel from discussions of Madame’s prestigious Gallery (“Everyone 
talked about it as though it existed, though in truth none of us knew for sure that it did” (Ishiguro 
31)), to the supposedly haunted woods near Hailsham (50), to the childhood story of a plot to 
abduct a guardian named Miss Geraldine (49).  Such gossip is reminiscent of the stories all 
children tell to make sense of the world around them.  As the students grow up, the rumors 
change and seem to fall into two categories: those that are based in fact and those based in 
fantasy.  For example, rumors arise early on in chapter one, when Kathy describes how people 
talk about her as a Hailsham student, one who they believe experiences privilege of choice in 




again in relation to Tommy being bullied as an adolescent; Kathy explains, “I saw a few of the 
incidents myself.  But mostly I heard about them, and when I did, I quizzed people until I’d got a 
more or less full account” (14).  Kathy actively gathers information to determine that this 
circulating rumor is based on fact; in these instances, the clones are talking about other clones in 
ways that can be verified by sources they know (i.e., other Hailsham students).  The other kind of 
rumor seems purely imaginative.  For instance, in a lesson one day, Miss Emily refers to Norfolk 
as England’s “lost corner,” and the students take that to mean all lost items end up in this 
location; this misinterpretation turns into rumor and then into accepted fact (66).  “This might all 
sound daft,” Kathy explains, “but you have to remember that to us, at that stage in our lives, any 
place beyond Hailsham was like a fantasy land” (66).  Limited by the boarding school’s 
constraints, Kathy is unable to question anyone who had been to Norfolk and therefore cannot 
determine the accuracy of her understanding.  Only later, as an adult who has been to Norfolk, 
does Kathy realize how this rumor is fictional. 
Between these two categories—factual rumors and fictional rumors—there is an odd 
middle-ground of yet-to-be-proven rumors.  A key rumor in this in-between-space is that of 
deferrals.  First, in Norfolk, fellow clone characters Chrissie and Rodney bring up the rumor of 
deferral, a special option for Hailsham students that allows students who are truly in love to defer 
their organ donations “three, even four years” if they qualified as being truly in love with each 
other (Ishiguro 153).  Later that day, Tommy explains to Kathy his notion about the artwork 
students created for Madame.  He explains that, according to Miss Lucy, “‘things like pictures, 
poetry, all that kind of stuff, she said they revealed what you were like inside.  She said they 
revealed your soul’” (175).  Tommy then links this claim—that Madame collected the artwork to 




they can delay their organ donations.  He argues that the artwork is used as evidence to prove 
couples’ inner feelings and justify their deferrals (175-6).  In this moment, Tommy is interpreting 
the facts he knows and imagining possible consequences and implications; far from passively 
accepting the world around him, he is striving to understand and gain agency.70 
The rumor of deferrals arises again, much later, in a very different context.  When Kathy 
is the carer for Ruth, they hear a rumor of a boat that has been stranded in the marshes, where it 
has either been dumped or has gotten beached (Ishiguro 216).  Ruth suggests visiting it, 
especially since the boat is near Tommy’s recovery center.  Kathy organizes a trip for the three 
of them (216-7).  When Kathy, Ruth, and Tommy see the boat, Kathy wonders how it got there, 
“beached in the marshes under the weak sun” (224).  The boat on land cannot be used; like the 
Hailsham students’ favorite movie The Great Escape (99), this boat suggests a narrative of 
escape that is not real or realized.  And yet, I see this scene as affirming.  Tommy, Ruth, and 
Kathy follow up on a rumor—carers and donors share a story of a boat that gains traction 
through word of mouth alone—and then the rumor is proven true.  The story created by the 
clones is validated by the evidence; they witness the boat itself. 
This instance lends credibility to other rumors circulating.  I do not find it coincidental 
that on the car ride home from seeing the boat, Ruth provides Tommy with Madame’s address, 
which she has somehow managed to track down, and insists that he and Kathy try for a deferral 
(Ishiguro 233).  The facts backing up the boat rumor create optimism that the rumor of deferral is 
similarly true.  Grounded in what they know, these students imagine other ways of being.  The 
idea of escaping their world is too bold to conceive, but deferring, delaying—this seems 
reasonable, and so this rumor persists until the end of the novel, when Kathy and Tommy find 
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out the disappointing reality.  These characters are far from passive; they have thoughtfully, 
carefully hoped and planned.  Tommy has created artwork as evidence, Kathy has evaluated 
options, and together they pursue what they determine to be their best opportunity.  They have 
created a story of what the future might be, which demonstrates both optimism and agency.  
Advanced science has been used to both create and exploit the clones, but these characters 
combat this scientific, social system through their individual responses and stories.  The clones 
of Never Let Me Go improve and transcend their circumstances through texts, not technology. 
 This novel is the story of Kathy’s life—her memories of childhood, adolescence, and 
young adulthood.  We know little of her current context, except that she is on the verge of 
transitioning from carer to donor.  The memories are what matter here.  Kathy explains that her 
reason for delving into these old memories with the reader is “to get straight all the things that 
happened between me and Tommy and Ruth after we grew up and left Hailsham,” but she finds 
that in order to discuss what happened to them as adults, she must first describe how they came 
of age (Ishiguro 37).  This record is not the first time she has recounted memories; she and her 
fellow Hailsham students often reminisce together in this novel, and, as Kathy states early on, 
some of the donors she cares for want to hear about her experiences.  For instance, one donor 
asked to hear about her experiences at Hailsham, especially the mundane details of the place and 
people, so that he could “remember Hailsham, just like it had been his own childhood” (5).  
Sharing her story gave him comfort, because he took on her memories as his own.  In contrast to 
this donor, Kathy describes her childhood—and those of Ruth and Tommy—as “lucky” (6).  By 
establishing early on Kathy’s competence and good fortune, the reader’s horror at her foreclosed 
life is amplified later; what she declares here appears like a misguided interpretation of the world 




facts, but as interpretations; she exercises creative, personal license in the significance placed on 
the events in her life.  Her narrative constructs her identity, in contrast to the identity socially 
scripted for her. 
Rebecca Suter observes that like Ishiguro’s other novels, Never Let Me Go features a 
narrator looking back on past events who at times emphasizes and at others downplays her 
accuracy of recollection.  This point of view generates uncertainty and confusion for both 
narrator and reader (399).  Unlike these other texts, though, Never Let Me Go suggests that 
memory is a source of solace and consolation (399).  Likewise, Yeung rightly observes in her 
article on death in the novel that “by foregrounding heroine Kathy’s attachment to her past, it 
explores memory as a function of the mind that can help assuage the psychic trauma of 
mortality” (1).  Memories connect people with each other, the individual with the community, 
and the past with the present.  While the circumstances may be limiting and the characters 
passive at times, Kathy is active in her mental analysis and interpretation of these experiences.  
Kathy thus uses her memories to create meaning, connection, and consequence.  Her narrative 
provides an alternative perspective of her humanity, based on what she thinks and expresses. 
Memories are this novel.  Kathy is looking back on the life she has lived with her friends, 
and in doing so, she constructs and re-constructs her life’s course and meaning.  An example of 
this agency occurs when Kathy is living in the Cottages with Ruth, Tommy, and several other 
clones.  There is a particularly upsetting moment when Ruth mocks Tommy’s drawings and says 
Kathy agrees with her derision; at that time, Kathy says nothing.  She stays silent, though later 
imagines all the different ways she could have responded better.  At the time, though, she 
remembers, “I didn’t say or do anything”—she gave up (Ishiguro 195).  This passivity is 




decision, and once I’d made it, I never wavered. I just got up one morning and told Keffers I 
wanted to start my training to become a carer” (202).  Kathy expresses agency in her choice to 
train for her caring career, in contrast—and likely in reaction—to her submissive response to 
Ruth.  She is indeed passive in a moment (not speaking up) but upon immediate reflection, she is 
inspired to action (becoming a carer), and upon later reflection, she imagines many other ways of 
being (disagreeing with Ruth, talking with Tommy, etc.) (195).  Because she has the cognitive 
capacity and maturity for recollection, her memories demonstrate a profound sense of 
imagination and agency.   
While Kathy does not demonstrate the active resistance readers may desire, she is clearly 
on a course towards greater awareness and agency.  Hearkening back to the transhuman notion 
that “current human nature is improvable through the use of applied science” (Bostrom 202), 
Kathy’s story shows that while human physical nature may be improved by science, human 
social nature improves and is influenced by shared narratives and personal reflections.  
Undermining the dominant, ideological narrative about them, the narratives constructed by these 
clone characters—rumors and memories—demonstrate inner creativity, thoughtfulness, and 




Just as there are multiple narratives in Never Let Me Go, there are multiple layers of 
recognition here as well.  Narratives and perspectives function together to demonstrate how, 
Rashomon-style, certainty remains elusive.  By looking at how humanity relies less on biology 




changes based on context and perspective.  In the following sections, I examine three different 
points of view central to this novel: how the guardians interpret the clones, how the clones relate 
to each other, and how the reader engages with the clones.  I begin with the guardians. 
Kathy, like all people, has an inherent right to self-determination, yet that determination 
is constrained and complicated by the oppressive social system, as seen through Kathy’s 
interactions with the guardians at Hailsham.  While there are several guardians in this novel, I 
focus on Miss Lucy, Miss Emily, and Madame, since they figure most prominently and 
influentially in the text.  These guardians recognize the clones as inherently different and 
“other,”71 yet their attitudes vary regarding how much dignity or honesty the clones warrant.  
Miss Lucy seeks to inform the clones of the harsh reality of their situation; Miss Emily prefers to 
shelter and distract them; and Madame pities them from a distance.  All three remain complicit 
within the exploitative, ideological system, but by examining their interpretations of the clones, a 
fuller view of these clones’ identity emerges.  These guardians’ views impact how the clones see 
themselves and make the purportedly impersonal social system resonate on a deeply personal 
level. 
Beyond abstract theoretical formulations of identity and meaning, everyday interactions 
and relationships determine how these characters see themselves.  Never Let Me Go serves as a 
specific instance in which we can see notions of humanity and posthuman potentiality at play.  
Kathy’s overarching narrative demonstrates change over time as new information and 
experiences arise—that is to say, her singular story includes multiple perspectives.  In this 
section, I analyze these three guardians’ interactions to show narrative variation across character 
voices, since such diversity of perspectives further undermines presumptions of stability and 
                                               




consistency of identity.  Every character has their own relationship with these clones and their 
own story—their own interpretation, rationalization, justification, fiction—about them.  The 
ideological system that allows the guardians to transhumanly escape traditional human 
limitations also debases the cloned students; by incorporating these guardians’ narratives within 
Kathy’s story, Ishiguro demonstrates how Kathy’s narrative coexists with and challenges these 
larger social forces. 
I begin with a close look at Miss Lucy.  Differences between the Hailsham students and 
their guardians are often implied, but Miss Lucy makes such issues explicit.  For instance, early 
on she advises the students: “keeping yourselves very healthy inside, that’s much more important 
for each of you than it is for me” (Ishiguro 69).  Miss Lucy thus establishes herself as a rare 
guardian willing to admit differences and realities of the world outside, and so she appears as a 
figure of honesty.  When Kathy and her friends are fifteen, another incident happens with Miss 
Lucy.  She interrupts two boys who are talking about what their future careers might be—acting, 
perhaps—to make the reality clear to the students: “The problem, as I see it, I that you’ve been 
told and not told.  You’ve been told, but none of you really understand, and I dare say, some 
people are quite happy to leave it that way.  But I’m not.  If you’re going to have decent lives, 
then you’ve got to know and know properly” (81).  She explains that none of them will have 
careers, since their lives are pre-determined: they will grow to young adulthood, and then they 
will donate their vital organs.  “You’re not like the actors you watch on your videos, you’re not 
even like me,” she states.  “You were brought into this world for a purpose, and your futures, all 
of them, have been decided” (81).  Miss Lucy’s explication serves to inform both the students 
and the reader of the clones’ grim reality; up until this point, an ominous future has been implied, 




theorizes to Kathy that the guardians had timed the delivery of information always for when 
students were a bit too young to comprehend.  Thus the clones knew information, but they never 
analyzed or critiqued it until much later on (82).  A connection between reader and students 
emerges here, since, like the clones, the reader has been “told and not told” about the rules of this 
world in Never Let Me Go (e.g., reading “carer” and “donor” before knowing all these terms 
imply). 
While Miss Lucy is candid, she is still part of the system; she believes that students have 
a right to know how the system works, but she does nothing to undermine or upend the current 
power structure.  Further, the concept of a “decent life” emerges here as a goal oddly met; the 
guardian clearly believes that students understanding their societal roles as “donors” is necessary 
for their sense of purpose,72 and yet the students’ understanding is irrelevant to what will 
happen—their futures “have been decided,” in a passive voice construction that obscures the 
powerful forces governing their foreshortened lives. 
In contrast to Miss Lucy’s early revelations, Miss Emily’s candid perspective becomes 
clear only late in the novel when, with Tommy, Kathy finds Madame and Miss Emily and turns 
to them for information.  Specifically, Kathy and Tommy want to know about the possibility of a 
deferral (Ishiguro 153).  Miss Emily quickly denies any hopes of deferral, dismisses the 
relevance of their artwork, and emphasizes that the course of their lives has been set.  From her 
perspective, Kathy, understandably, wants to know why the guardians trained, encouraged, and 
taught the students if their only purpose is to give donations (259).  Miss Emily then explains 
that rather than using the artwork to prove the sincerity of their love, the artwork was used to 
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“‘prove you had souls at all’” (260).73  Kathy is surprised that someone would think they were 
soulless; despite the oppressive system enveloping her, Kathy still sees herself as significant and 
purposeful.  This marks a moment in the text when Kathy’s perspective contrasts directly with 
the guardian’s.  Miss Emily explains that she and Madame were part of a movement advocating 
for clone welfare, and she sought to show that “humane, cultivated environments” led to better 
adjusted students (261).74  When Kathy expresses confusion over why anyone would want 
students treated badly, the guardian states that in the early 1950s, scientific breakthroughs in 
cloning created cures for previously fatal, incurable conditions.  “And for a long time, people 
preferred to believe these organs appeared from nowhere, or at most that they grew in a kind of 
vacuum,” she says (262).   Once people became accustomed to these cures and options, they did 
not want to think about the cost or the loss; thinking about the clones’ existence made people 
“‘uncomfortable’” (263).  Therefore they either tried not to think about the clones or, when they 
did, they thought that clones were different from themselves.  “That you were less than human, 
so it didn’t matter,” Miss Emily explains (263); she further objectifies Kathy and Tommy by 
referring to them as “‘lucky pawns’” (266).  Although Miss Emily and Madame purport to have 
the clones’ best interests in mind, they clearly also buy into the system that dehumanizes and 
“others” the clones.  In Never Let Me Go, a transhuman transcendence of mortal limitations 
relies on an unethical treatment of these “other” bodies; the benefits of medical advancements 
fuel rather than improve abusive societal inclinations. 
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Miss Emily acknowledges how the guardians withheld information and lied to the 
students, but she insists this behavior was justified because it sheltered them.  They lived 
decently, with purpose, she argues, until they discovered what lay in store (Ishiguro 268).75  Her 
perspective of the clones is that they are less-than, other, objects, “pawns”—subhuman rather 
than posthuman.  Ironically, this attitude makes Miss Emily appear less relatable, ethical, and 
empathetic than Kathy and Tommy, even though—and perhaps because—she insists that she is 
behaving better towards the clones than most. 
Despite the fact that she is complicit in an oppressive system, Miss Emily projects an 
attitude of holding the moral high ground, which implies she needs a narrative that justifies her 
responses and absolves her of further responsibility.  Miss Emily’s story includes historical 
context that Kathy’s has lacked; she has the privilege both of information and of her non-cloned 
social role.  Like Kathy, she capitulates to an exploitative system—not because she lacks agency, 
but because ultimately she and others like her stand to benefit from that exploitation.  In the end, 
when Kathy and Tommy confront Miss Emily, she is in a wheelchair and explains, “I’ve not 
been well recently, but I’m hoping this contraption isn’t a permanent fixture” (Ishiguro 257).  
Full recovery from illness or injury is possible for her; the medical system works for, not against, 
this guardian.  Thus while submission in the face of great violence may link her with the clones, 
her status as beneficiary lifts her above them; she enjoys the transhuman quality of escape from 
mortal limitations.  Miss Emily’s narrative thus contributes to and conflicts with Kathy’s version 
of events and vision of the world. 
In contrast to Miss Lucy’s ineffective frankness and Miss Emily’s duplicitous 
protectiveness, Madame displays self-involved disinterest in the clones.  We see her lack of 
                                               





empathy and narrow vision in two clear instances in this text: a scene with Kathy and her tape 
and a scene with Kathy and her friends.  Returning to the song I mentioned in my introduction, 
“Never Let Me Go” appears as a repeated motif in this narrative.  Early in the novel, Kathy 
describes “one of my most precious possessions,” an album by Bridgewater called Songs After 
Dark.  When introducing this item, she clarifies that there have been two cassettes, the “actual 
cassette” at Hailsham that she lost and the one she and Tommy found in Norfolk, which she 
currently owns (Ishiguro 64).  Kathy describes one song on the album, “Never Let Me Go,” in 
which she imagines a woman who has been told she cannot have children miraculously having 
one and then holding the baby and singing, “Baby, baby, never let me go” (70).  As the adult 
reminiscing, she acknowledges that this interpretation does not fit with the rest of the lyrics, but 
at eleven she does not know that “baby” refers to a loved one, not an actual infant.  While Kathy 
is listening to this song one day and holding a pillow as though it is her baby, she realizes with a 
shock that Madame is watching her and crying (71).  At the end of the novel, Kathy asks why 
Madame cried that day.  Madame explains that she saw “a new world coming rapidly,” that the 
girl dancing was “holding to her breast the old kind world, one that she knew in her heart could 
not remain, and she was holding it and pleading, never to let her go” (272).  In this moment when 
Kathy thinks Madame is watching her, Madame is not really seeing her at all. 
This intimate scene, in which Kathy sincerely connects with an imagined story and 
moving music, is not understood by Madame.  Instead, Madame stays within her own narrow 
interpretations of their roles in the world; she sees Kathy not as a vulnerable child but as a 
symbol of social forces.  Remembering how humanity functioned prior to the transhuman 
possibilities brought by cloning technology, Madame grieves the change itself, not the 




allegorical narrative erases Kathy’s affective one, and it demonstrates how impersonal her 
connection to these students is. 
The second scene, frequently called the “spider scene” by readers and critics, occurs quite 
early on in this novel.  At this time in the novel, the adolescent students have noticed Madame’s 
aloofness during her occasional visits.  Regarding this demeanor, Ruth posits that Madame is not 
snooty but is, in fact, scared of the students (Ishiguro 33).  To test Ruth’s theory, a group of 
students, including Kathy, all approach Madame at once, walking directly towards her and 
avoiding collision at only the last moment.  In response, Madame freezes.  Kathy remembers: 
“And I can still see it now, the shudder she seemed to be suppressing, the real dread that one of 
us would accidentally brush against her” (35).  Kathy concludes that Ruth is right: Madame is 
afraid.  She explains, “But she was afraid of us in the same way someone might be afraid of 
spiders.  We hadn’t been ready for that.  It had never occurred to us to wonder how we would 
feel, being seen like that, being the spiders” (35).  Nancy Armstrong writes that in this scene, 
Madame reveals that “Kathy’s classification as a nonperson will trump her performance of 
personhood every time” (451).  This moment shows that while Kathy’s narrative performance 
will convince most of her audience of her inherent personhood, these guardians refuse to admit 
such a status; she is seen as a creature. 
Kathy reflects that from her current, adult perspective, she understands this instance as a 
crucial one of self-recognition; for the first time, she realizes how she is seen by those unlike her. 
“I’m sure somewhere in your childhood, you too had an experience like ours that day; similar if 
not in the actual details, then inside, in the feelings,” she comments (Ishiguro 36).  This comment 




moments of personal recognition.76  Kathy’s self-recognition is brought on by a misrecognition 
by Madame—she sees the students as spiders, and then Kathy internalizes this social opinion.  
“The first time you glimpse yourself through the eyes of a person like that, it’s a cold moment,” 
Kathy observes (36).  While others—for example, the art gallery owner in Norfolk who assumes 
the clones are art students (163)—interpret the Hailsham students as non-cloned people, since 
there are no obvious physical differences, the guardians see them differently.  First the guardians 
see the clones as creatures, and then, with the socially developed perspective of adolescence and 
adulthood, the clones internalize this view themselves.  This scene emphasizes how we learn 
who we are not only from how we feel but from how others feel about us—especially if those 
others are in positions of power and authority.  The origin of the clones’ bodies distinguishes 
them from others, but these bodies do not obviously reveal their identity since they appear 
typically human.  Rather, the way that others recognize them—and their internalization of that 
gaze—creates their sense of othered selfhood, not as above human limitations but as horribly 
bound to them. 
As Puchner explains, this “recognition scene” that Kathy experiences is “a standard 
feature in novels about racism or other forms of discrimination” (38).  As noted in works by 
W.E.B. Du Bois and Frantz Fanon, among others, such negative moments of social interpellation 
have profound effects on the development of personal identity.  In addition to Puchner, Josie Gill 
and Robbie Goh also draw parallels between the fictional clones’ social status and that of real 
oppressed peoples.  Gill asserts that “Never Let Me Go draws a subtle analogy between the lives 
of the clones and the racially marginalized, exposing the tensions in contemporary science over 
the question of race” (846).  And Goh explains that the clone’s dilemma, of being both of human 
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origin yet also different and disenfranchised, resonates with historical and present social conflicts 
(61).  Here when Madame recognizes Kathy as a creature, not a person, Kathy feels for the first 
time her utter difference and debasement; Madame’s perspective has done this to her. 
This early spider scene is echoed later in the novel.  When Kathy and Tommy travel to 
Madame’s house seeking a deferral, they see her going up the walk; Kathy calls out, “‘Excuse 
me!’”  When Madame turns, Kathy observes: “I don’t know if she recognized us at that point; 
but without doubt, she saw and decided in a second what we were, because you could see her 
stiffen—as if a pair of large spiders was set to crawl towards her” (Ishiguro 248).  Further, the 
dehumanization of the clones continues when, as Kathy and Tommy leave, Madame refers to 
Tommy and Kathy as “poor creatures” (272).  She pities them from a distance.   
Miss Emily and Madame sought to protect and care for the students not because they felt 
a sympathetic connection, but because they felt a certain obligation.  They agree with the overall 
oppression of clones, but not with the particular treatment of them, thus demonstrating a failure 
of empathetic imagination.  At Madame’s house, when Kathy tells Miss Emily that Madame is 
afraid of the Hailsham students, Miss Emily replies, “‘We’re all afraid of you.  I myself had to 
fight back my dread of you all almost every day I was at Hailsham’” (Ishiguro 269).  She 
explains that she fought back her “‘revulsion’” because she wanted to do what was “‘right’” 
(269).  In contrast to Miss Lucy, who believes that the entire system—including Hailsham—
misleads and mistreats the clones, Miss Emily thinks that Hailsham was on the right track in its 
desire to offer the clones a “decent life.”  And Madame sees only what she has lost within a 
supposedly advancing society. 
Never Let Me Go simultaneously reveals Kathy’s recognizably human inner life and 




from her.  By combining these guardians’ narratives within Kathy’s story, the reader realizes that 
perspectives on what the clones signify and how they deserve to be treated vary; the guardians’ 
understanding of the clones (they are repulsive, pitiful, ignorant) diverges from Kathy’s personal 
narrative of her life (she is competent, caring, thoughtful).  The clones are transhumanly “more 
than human” in their technological origins, but they are less than human in these guardians’ 
narratives.  The larger forces at work—medically, politically, economically—become filtered 
through these non-cloned voices, so that the reader sees how Kathy’s own story speaks to, and at 
times against, this dominant social narrative. 
 
Clones’ Perspectives 
 I have discussed how the guardians see the clones, but there are two other relationship 
dynamics worth exploring: first, the ways in which the clones recognize each other, i.e., how 
they perceive and care for each other both personally and professionally; and second, the ways in 
which the reader of the novel understands and empathizes with the clone characters.  Part of how 
we understand human identity is through interpersonal interaction—whether certain characters 
seem human in their behavior, affect, values, abilities, etc.  In this section, I examine how 
Kathy’s relationships with Tommy, Ruth, and other Hailsham students illuminate her empathy 
and sense of belonging.  How she sees them—and is seen by them—offers a contrasting 
perspective to the guardians’ point of view.  Her concentration on these relationships emphasizes 
the importance of social relationships to personal purpose and self-making. 
 While this novel touches on large philosophical issues like the nature of humanity, in 
many ways it is a simple story about young adults with personal problems.  Kathy, Ruth, and 




feelings.  We know Kathy loves Tommy based on how she observes him and cares about him.  
For example, in her first recollection of Hailsham, Kathy describes Tommy playing on a football 
field.  While the other girls mock him, she notices a singular detail: Tommy is wearing his new 
favorite shirt, and she worries that he will get it dirty while playing and then while he is having a 
tantrum (Ishiguro 8-10).  She eventually goes over to him and draws his attention to the mud on 
his clothes (11); her fixation on this small detail seems odd in the face of the teasing and rage—
and yet, this is how Kathy shows that she cares for him.  She notices what is important to 
Tommy, and then she mirrors this value back to him in a highly empathetic way. 
 While her love for Ruth, Tommy’s long-term girlfriend, is platonic rather than romantic, 
Kathy also expresses a deep bond through subtle interactions.  As readers, we know how she 
feels because she shares her memories with us; the time Kathy spends ruminating over minute, 
intimate moments indicates the profound value she places on these relationships.  At the 
Cottages, for example, Kathy explains that she and Ruth shared confidences in the evenings that 
were special and carefully respected; she then clarifies that this sense of confidentiality “had 
never been spelt out exactly” but was understood (Ishiguro 126).  Again, her love and connection 
are implicit.  In these evenings, Ruth shows a private side, quite different from her self-
aggrandizing public persona (129).  Like Hailsham itself, Ruth has dual facets, one that shelters 
and nurtures and another that controls and exploits.  Just as Kathy feels no anger towards Ruth, 
she feels no evident anger towards the larger system.  As readers we may disagree with Kathy’s 
responses to her friends (Ruth is particularly hard to like, in my opinion), but we are right 
alongside Kathy in her developing understanding of these relationships.  Just as she comes into a 
greater understanding of her feelings for Tommy and Ruth, we come into a greater understanding 




 Kathy’s relationships change the most when, as young adults, there comes a divide 
between carers and donors.  Rather than rage at the hierarchy that places non-clones above 
clones, the greatest anger Kathy appears to feel arises when she feels separate from her close 
friends due to these “professional” roles.  On their trip to see the grounded boat, for instance, 
Ruth remarks, “‘I think I was a pretty decent carer.  But five years felt about enough for me.  I 
was like you, Tommy.  I was pretty much ready when I became a donor.  It felt right.  After all, 
it’s what we’re supposed to be doing isn’t it?’” (Ishiguro 227)  This comment is a bit of a dig at 
Kathy, who is still working as a carer, i.e., not doing what she is supposed to do.  This emphasis 
on “supposed” is echoed in the final line of the novel: “I just waited a bit, then turned back to the 
car, to drive off to wherever it was I was supposed to be” (288)—a rhetorical move that 
demonstrates Kathy’s looming transition from carer to donor.  In addition, earlier in this section 
when Tommy asserts that Kathy will not understand some things since she is still a carer, not a 
donor, she explains that “what had really stung” is how “he’d divided me off yet again, not just 
from all the donors, but from him and Ruth” (281).  She resents the separation from Tommy, just 
as she regrets that Ruth becomes separated from them by her early completion.  Since Ruth’s 
death, Kathy and Tommy come to understand more about deferrals and Hailsham, which causes 
Kathy to feel more distanced from her late friend: “The way it is, it’s like there’s a line with us 
on one side and Ruth on the other, and when all’s said and done, I feel sad about that, and I think 
she would too if she could see it” (285).  Her friends’ changing status—from carer to donor, 
from donor to “completed”—creates distance and grief.  Just as the reader is both brought into 
the story and existing outside it, Kathy as narrator, remember-er, and interpreter is both with her 




they are.  Never Let Me Go thus emphasizes the importance of social recognition and acceptance 
as key determinates of selfhood and purpose. 
For much of her life, Kathy is constantly joined with other clones.  At Hailsham, the 
Cottages, and the donor centers, the clones share their time, space, and stories; there is very little 
that belongs to them individually.  In terms of how the clone characters relate to each other, 
critics have disagreed on the implications of this absence of personal privacy and history.  For 
example, Armstrong writes that the pack mentality and lack of personal property creates “a kind 
of intimacy that is also profoundly social” (458).  The public and private have no boundaries at 
Hailsham; their art, gossip, collections, and experiences are shared (459).  In contrast, Mullan 
asserts that because the clones are “related to no one,” they develop “speculative attachments 
that might grow in the place of all natural connection to others” (113).  Further, Hale asserts that 
since Kathy has no family, “the building block of the private realm,” her duties to society (i.e., as 
a carer and donor) dominate her identity (89).  While I acknowledge that the social bonds 
reinforce and mask the oppressive social system, I disagree with Mullan and Hale that Kathy is 
so alone; rather, I find Armstrong’s interpretation of interpersonal intimacy more apt.  The 
concepts of common good and shared identity create structure and meaning in Kathy’s life in a 
way that is deeply comforting.  She is part of their stories, and they are part of hers. 
There is little to no privacy at Hailsham, a fact implied early on when Kathy tries to have 
a quiet discussion with Tommy.  She explains that private places for such conversations are 
difficult to find: “And as soon as you looked like you were trying to sneak off for a secret talk, 
the whole place seemed to sense it within minutes, and you’d have no chance” (Ishiguro 22).  
Also, throughout her Hailsham memories Kathy casually mentions ways in which their lives 




personal possessions, everything is shared, even music: students listen to songs together, passing 
the headset around in a circle so each hears a part of the shared song (103).  At times Kathy 
pushes back against the intense sociality, such as when as a teenager she tries to find a place with 
no people, like a view out a window or doorway, and then she imagines Hailsham as quiet and 
tranquil (90).  But overall, Kathy consistently expresses a strong sense of us, in contrast to the 
guardians’ view of the clones as an othered them. 
The importance of community is underlined when Kathy draws a parallel between 
Hailsham students and a bunch of balloons held together: “I thought about Hailsham closing, and 
how it was like someone coming along with a pair of shears and snipping the balloon strings just 
where they entwined about the man’s fist” (Ishiguro 213).  The fear and sadness Kathy feels 
about this disconnection shows her inner emotional life, desire for belonging, and fear of social 
isolation.  She consistently seeks recognition and partnership with her peers and friends.  This 
first-person narrative emphasizes her individual self, but the content makes clear how important 
sociality is; she shares private memories of shared experiences.  She observes her friends, and in 
doing so, sees herself.  From the guardians to her peers, Kathy’s interactions with other people 
heavily influence her sense of status and purpose. 
 
Readers’ Perspectives 
Having discussed how characters perceive each other in Never Let Me Go, I turn now to 
the reader’s perspective.  Throughout her narrative, Kathy recognizes the reader and encourages 
the reader to recognize her.  Ishiguro thus develops an overarching parallel between how the 
characters connect with Kathy and how the reader connects with her.  The reader’s empathetic 




response to the clones’ situation likely differs from the clones’—which reveals a lack of 
consensus, of singular interpretation.  Just as the characters see one another, so too is the reader 
brought into the story; this linkage not only interpellates the reader but also implicates them as an 
affective actor in this story. 
From the beginning of this novel, Kathy is in relation to the reader; she is telling her story 
to “you.”  Although unnamed, the “you” she addresses shares a cloned identity, as indicated by 
her occasional phrasing of “where you were.”  For instance, the second paragraph of Chapter 
Two starts, “I don’t know how it was where you were, but at Hailsham we had to have some 
form of medical almost every week” (Ishiguro 13).  This oft-cited line77 that draws the reader 
directly into Kathy’s world sets up a relationship between character and reader that seems to 
create easy familiarity on her side and a shock of discomfort for the reader.  If the line had been, 
“I don’t know how it was where you were, but we ate breakfast at seven,” then the reader might 
flow along in reading.  Instead, Kathy says that the students had a medical exam every week—
which is not so relatable.  This first claim sets up the reader as another clone, as akin to Kathy.  
Later claims—e.g., “I don’t know if you had ‘collections’ where you were” (38) and “I don’t 
know how it was where you were, but at Hailsham the guardians were really strict about 
smoking” (67)—further imply that while “you” are like her (a clone), “you” are also different by 
not being a Hailsham student.  Thus you as reader are considered both alike and dissimilar; you 
exist as a specific person in relation to Kathy78 in this narrative. 
Several critics have responded to this second-person pronoun hailing of the reader.  
Journet observes that both the address to “you” in the novel and the readiness with which we slip 
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78The best theory for who “you” is that I have heard was offered by a UNC student, Sidney Hines, who read “you” 




into the novel’s rhetoric creates a sense of complicity (68), and Rachel Carroll posits that 
Kathy’s frequent “you” address “mitigates the construction of the clone as ‘other’ to the reader” 
(144).79  Puchner argues that implicating the reader as a fellow clone creates a kind of “reverse 
sympathy” wherein the narrator assumes a similarity and sympathy with the reader, which the 
reader must then wrestle with (47).80  Anne Whitehead81 sees the second-person address as a tool 
to “unsettle” the reader, to call into question the reader’s relation to Kathy rather than enhance 
their connection (58).  Whitehead argues that the clones demonstrate human affinities in affect 
and commitments, as well as in “the stories that they tell—narratives which are in turn 
underpinned by their affective drives and desires” (68).  This novel draws the reader into an 
unsettling narrative, and through the second-person address, implies that the reader is as much a 
participant in this social system as the characters.  Therefore the reader is active, socially 
interpellated and empathetically involved, in the events of the story that unfolds. 
As Kathy develops her sense of individual self, the reader develops a relationship with 
that emerging self—and perhaps a deeper understanding of their own self in relation to the 
fictional world.  Melanie Green explains that stories provide safe spaces for individuals to 
explore implications of imagined, often emotional, experiences (61).  She asserts, 
“Transportation into narrative worlds fundamentally involves the self, and may even change the 
self.  Individuals who are immersed in story worlds may relax the boundaries of the self, 
identifying with characters and sympathizing with them” (71).  The character is humanized by 
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Rereading Heterosexuality. 
	
80Puchner concludes that, for him, the more important question is not whether Kathy is human but whether we can 
imagine an ethics not based on the human, e.g., an ethical treatment of animals and other life forms (47). 
 
81For more on the function of the humanities and empathy, see Whitehead’s work “Writing with Care: Kazuo 




the reader, though not by her society, and, simultaneously, the reader develops a deeper 
understanding of their own humanity through this fictional text.  The narrative engenders a 
critical, complex examination of a term, “human,” previously presumed stable.  Kathy is not the 
only member of this literary relationship who is thinking, feeling, and questioning as the story 
progresses.  Just as Kathy is brought into relation with Tommy and Ruth, the reader is brought 
into relation with Kathy.  This humanizing connection emphasizes the importance of story and 
sociality.  This book is not just paper and ink; this book contains ideas and feelings.  The cloned 
body is not just a technological development; the clones are social figures and relatable 
characters.  In a posthuman framework, the self extends beyond the original, organic body to 
incorporate other elements; Kathy’s own body does not extend her life, but her narrative does.  
Her narrative extends beyond her self to incorporate us as readers.  As we readers understand, 
interpret, and empathize with her, our interactions bring other connections and contexts to her 
story.  In contrast to biomedical posthumanism that overcomes mortal limitations through 
scientific developments, this narrative posthumanism does so through story-telling and social 
relationships. 
Affect and empathy are therefore key elements to this deceptively simple text.  
Armstrong, for example, examines the limits of affective identification in Ishiguro’s novel by 
exploring at what point our imagined extension of personhood loses its empathetic power (449).  
In “Narrative Empathy,” Suzanne Keen explains what such “empathetic power” means: 
“Empathy, a vicarious, spontaneous sharing of affect, can be provoked by witnessing another’s 
emotional state, by hearing about another’s condition, or even by reading” (62).82  Empathy 
focuses on feeling another’s feelings with them, not for them (63).  Keen observes that narratives 
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(e.g., fiction and film) frequently call upon this innate ability to “feel with others” (64).  In Never 
Let Me Go, the reader is an equal to Kathy, and like Kathy, does not fully understand the way 
this world works.  Through Kathy’s interactions with her friends and the reader, she becomes an 
individual with a clear sense of self and a compelling personal history.  As the reader of her 
story, “you” are brought into relationship with this narrator; you recognize her humanity and are 
asked to respond.  You are asked to never let her go.   
 
Conclusion 
In Transgender History, Susan Stryker asserts that “biomedical technology really is 
fundamentally transforming the conditions of human life on earth”—in fiction and in reality (28).  
Through developments in cloning, reproductive innovations, genetic engineering, and other new 
scientific processes, the future of bodies will be radically different from what bodies have been 
(28).  Martine Rothblatt concurs: “First comes the realization that we are not limited by our 
sexual anatomy.  Then comes the awakening that we are not limited by our anatomy at all.  The 
mind is the substance of humanity.  Mind is deeper than matter” (319).  In Never Let Me Go, we 
gain access to the mind of Kathy, her memories, experiences, and emotional responses. 
 When I recently taught Never Let Me Go in an English class at UNC Chapel Hill, 
students responded with thoughts about what “makes someone human.”  They brought up art, 
souls, love, imagination, emotions, communication, and compassion.  No one mentioned DNA or 
reproduction.  While the simplest definition of the human is our Homo sapiens genetic coding, it 
is not the most significant one.  What defines a human, according to my thoughtful students, 




 In this dissertation on identity transitions, I have examined how supposedly factual, 
physical aspects of identity—sex, race, humanity—may be more substantially based on social 
factors and contexts than many presume.  By analyzing how human identity may be conferred 
and constrained, we see how the individual functions in relation to larger systems of power and 
privilege.  Perceptions vary based on personal relationships, ideological backgrounds, and inner 
resources (i.e., imagination, memories, stories).  Each character or reader creates their own 
perspective, revealing a lack of empirical consistency.  While the clones have transhuman 
origins, the non-cloned characters experience the benefits of extended life and opportunity.  The 
guardians insist on the clones’ objectification in partial narratives—both in the sense that they 
are deeply prejudiced and that they are incomplete.  The multiple, divergent, and overlapping 
narrative interpretations of Kathy’s life as a clone demonstrate a lack of singular definition; who 
she is depends on who you ask.  The clones struggle to comprehend who they are and who they 
may become in an ideologically oppressive system.  The reader stands both outside this story and 
deeply embedded within it: “you” are held in intimate relation to Kathy.  In the end, Kathy turns 
away from the fields before her and towards where she is “supposed to be” (Ishiguro 288)—and 
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CHAPTER 4: TRANS PEDAGOGY 
CONNECTING AND CROSSING IDENTITY CATEGORIES IN THE CLASSROOM 
 
What I mean is that stuff from other people’s books gets into us just as our own experience does, 
and like actual experience gets composted and transmuted and transformed by the imagination, and comes forth 
entirely changed, our own, growing out of our own mind’s earth. 
—Ursula K. Le Guin 
 
Introduction 
I have now lived in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, for eight years.  This blue college town 
in a red southern state offers a glimpse into how progressive and conservative attitudes collide 
and comingle.  While many of my neighbors here are queer and local businesses cater to a 
diverse population (the town motto: “Feel free!”), the state made national news in 2016 with the 
trans-phobic “bathroom ban” that restricted transgender individuals from using facilities aligning 
with their gender identity and limited local nondiscrimination protections.  These disparate 
beliefs carry into the classrooms on UNC Chapel Hill’s campus as well; my students range from 
those who cite Audre Lorde in casual conversation and wear Fun Home t-shirts, to those who 
insist that homosexuality is a sin and support patriarchal power systems.  As an instructor, I have 
found that teaching trans studies in this undergraduate environment offers an opportunity to 
destabilize traditional ideas about identity, representation, and the body.  These students are all in 
a process of transition (e.g., leaving their homes for college, leaving adolescence for adulthood), 
and focusing on the nuances of identity transitions both engages and challenges them. 
My pedagogy builds on these trans concepts and brings in critical pedagogy, which 
focuses on students holistically.  By combining these theoretical approaches with analyses of 




discuss abstract concepts of identity and recognition.  As I do elsewhere in this dissertation, here 
I establish “trans” within the context of transgender studies, and then extend this concept to 
include other possible areas of study and existence.  As Paisley Currah, Lisa Jean Moore, and 
Susan Stryker note in Women’s Studies Quarterly, “neither ‘-gender’ nor any of the other 
suffixes of ‘trans-’ can be understood in isolation—[…] the lines implied by the very concept of 
‘trans-’ are moving targets, simultaneously composed of multiple determinants.”  “Transing” is 
thus an active, ongoing practice (13).  Through a transpedagogy that brings together theory and 
practice, students explore the disruption of stable binaries, the importance of process, and the 
opening of a more fluid and complex sense of self. 
By offering a trans-focused pedagogical approach, I am able to address key debates 
happening on campus and in the larger community regarding how we recognize, respect, and 
understand one another.  In this chapter, I will first discuss why this topic is particularly relevant 
to a university environment, and then explain my conception of transpedagogy, which builds on 
both transgender studies and critical pedagogy.  While this teaching ethos may be used across a 
variety of disciplines, my focus here is on how transpedagogy applies directly to literary 
narratives and courses.  To that end, I will bring in a case study from my experience teaching 
Patricia Powell’s novel The Pagoda (1998) in English 271: Mixed Race America in Fall 2017.  
This novel tells the story of a character whose gender, nationality, and sexuality are in flux; 
because this character does not undergo a familiar gender transition from one category to 
another—i.e., the novel ends with the protagonist expressing both masculine and feminine 
traits—students are often confused, surprised, and even frustrated by this text.  This discomfort is 
immensely productive, as it challenges students to dig deeper into the narrative, their 




Trans on Campus 
While I find that thinking through identity categories and inclusion is beneficial in any 
social context, these concerns are particularly relevant to transgender students in higher 
education.  According to the 2010 State of Higher Education report as cited by Genny Beemyn 
and Susan R. Rankin, discrimination and fear dominate the collegiate experiences of transgender 
students; for example, 31-39% of such students reported experiencing on-campus harassment, 
and 65% of trans-masculine and 55% of trans-feminine students kept their gender identities 
secret due to feared consequences of being openly transgender (23).  These statistics are even 
higher within the subset of transgender students of color, who are frequently marginalized for 
their intersecting gendered and racial identities.  In “Creating a Gender-Inclusive Campus,” 
Beemyn and Rankin argue that increasing numbers of transgender students require higher 
education institutions to recognize and support this population (25).83  In the face of ambiguity, a 
common reaction is anxiety; a transpedagogical approach would deal openly with this affective 
response and encourage openness to change, discourse about identity, and inclusivity of diverse 
expressions in the classroom and beyond.  Students across the university would thus have the 
support and skills to respond thoughtfully to changing norms regarding identity and expression. 
Beemyn and Rankin explain the many ways in which a standard university environment 
currently may challenge and frustrate a transgender-identified student—from rooming and 
bathroom situations to curriculum options to limited name and pronoun choices.  These scholars 
go on to explain the “wide range of gender possibilities” today’s students may explore; beyond 
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students to choose the name and gender they want on campus records; and regularly hosting transgender speakers 




the historical categories of “transsexual” and “cross-dresser,” recent generations employ self-
descriptors that range, for example, from the open-ended “‘I am me’” to the highly specific 
“‘FTM TG stone butch drag king’” (23).  To foster a transgender-inclusive classroom, trans-
spectrum students should be welcomed and all students educated about trans experiences—not 
just those taking courses in the Gender Studies department (25-27).  
Pauline Park also assesses the issues and impediments facing transgender students, 
faculty, and staff in higher education institutions in “Transgendering the Academy.”  She 
explains the flexibility and complexity of the word “transgender,” noting that inclusive efforts 
will succeed only if they recognize the “full diversity of transgender identity”—including the 
racial and ethnic identities of many LGBT students (35, 41).  Park emphasizes the role of faculty 
and staff in providing a trans-inclusive academic environment, since too often advocacy work is 
done by those with little institutional influence, such as graduate students, who cannot insure 
continuity over time (38).  The lived experience at a university should reflect the ideals reflected 
in the institutional brochures; as instructors, we should receive support and create opportunities 
to provide inclusive, socially conscious courses.  As Park asserts and many conscientious 
instructors believe, intersectionality must be a university ethos, not simply a slogan (41).84  
Intersectionality, a theory that describes the interlocking power dynamics (i.e., oppression 
or privilege) that factor into one’s identity, is helpful in understanding trans theory.  Key 
concerns for trans scholars include who has the power to claim which identities and which 
identities are socially recognized as valid and valuable.  When discussing works by Trina Grillo 
and Kimberlé Crenshaw, I have seen how eagerly students engage with this concept of 
intersectional identity.  For example, in the English classroom they emphasize their roles as 
                                               




academic learners (a position of relative privilege); as soon as the class ends, though, another 
aspect of their identity takes the forefront: perhaps as a student of color, they are hyper-aware of 
their race on this majority white campus, or perhaps, as a student with disabilities, they focus on 
navigating the less accessible areas on our campus.  Whatever their personal backgrounds, they 
generally understand that, one, there is not a singular experience of race, class, gender, etc.; and 
two, they do not inhabit a singular identity as an individual.  Diverse institutional forces affect 
the social recognition of one’s identity—i.e., how power is at play based on one’s subject 
position—which demonstrates the multiplicity of identity generally.  From this basis in 




As mentioned, within this university context, my conceptualization of transpedagogy 
expands upon both transgender studies and critical pedagogy.85  The following sections will 
explain these theoretical influences, followed by a discussion of how this philosophy works in 
practice.  I start with how I see transpedagogy connecting with, responding to, and extending 
beyond current transgender studies work. 
Since I have already discussed transgender studies at length in Chapter 1, here I focus 
specifically on how scholars in transgender studies have previously employed and engaged with 
transpedagogy.  The term “transpedagogy” does not yet have a strict definition.  Some, 
particularly those in the arts, have employed “transpedagogy” for its trans-cultural and trans-
disciplinary connotations, as in MoMA’s 2009 conference on contemporary art and 
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transpedagogy.  More often, though, writers have used the term to signify education about 
transgender issues, as when Cris Mayo reviewed Kate Bornstein’s gender workbook, when Anita 
Brady discussed Caitlyn Jenner’s televised learning experiences, or when A. Finn Enke 
described pedagogical exercises exploring language and gender variation (more on this in the 
appendix).  One of the first academic usages of the term “transpedagogy” appeared in the 2008 
Women’s Studies Quarterly roundtable dialogue “Transpedagogies,” moderated by Vic Muñoz 
and Ednie Kaeh Garrison.  Their goal was to “tackle trans-focused pedagogical issues within 
women’s studies,” and they employed “transpedagogies” as a “coalitional concept that includes 
transsexual, transgender, and gender/queer pedagogical perspectives” (288).  This piece focused 
on women’s studies curricula and practice and only lightly gestured to a broader understanding 
of the term86—e.g., Mia Nakamura noted that gender identity is “a dialogical process of defining 
one’s positionality” (290), and in response Anne Enke observed how gender identity gains 
“salience and meaning in relation to other cultural processes such as racialization, class 
distinction, nationalism, and globalization” (291).  Overall, though, “Transpedagogies” 
emphasizes how transgender texts and ideas may be taught within a women’s studies course to 
broaden students’ understanding of gender expression and identity. 
Akin to this work, Hilary Malatino’s essay, “Pedagogies of Becoming: Trans Inclusivity 
and the Crafting of Being,” speaks to such a women’s studies focus as well.  She argues that 
integrating transgender topics into the classroom creates a productive understanding of gender as 
process (395)—but she also criticizes the symbolic rather than substantive inclusion of 
transgender studies in the university (399).  When describing a guest lecture at Smith College, 
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for example, she observes the institutional obstacles “trans folk” must face to gain appropriate 
recognition from administrators, instructors, employers, etc. (396).  What I find most compelling 
about Malatino’s work is her push against the idea that including a single narrative (whether text 
or guest) is pedagogically effective, especially when the narrative is “triumphant.”  She writes, 
“If the stress falls on coming out as a movement toward self-acceptance and self-love, it is 
possible to encounter the text as profoundly unthreatening”—essentially, the narrative affirms 
“‘being true to yourself’” without requiring further discussion (401).  This rhetoric effectively 
evades larger discourses concerning identity formation and societal recognition.  To combat this 
anodyne narrative, Malatino encourages a focus on “shared performativity” that universalizes 
feelings of (dis)consonance (405).  She asserts that identities should be described fluidly from 
the beginning of a course: “When identities are thought of as stable, discrete, preexisting entities, 
it is impossible to effectively focus course material on the construction, emergence, and 
mutations of differing forms of identity” (402).  Such a focus encourages new thoughts about 
subjectivity, gender, and embodiment.  Building on this desire to disrupt “hegemonic certitudes 
about corporeal stability” (408), I push for a pedagogy that moves beyond a traditional 
transgender focus and opens up questions of trans identity more broadly, beyond the realm of 
Women’s and Gender Studies courses and assignments. 
As evidenced by Malatino’s frustration with how transgender subjects are currently 
addressed in universities, using transpedagogy to refer solely to gender studies limits both the 
application of trans theory and the reach of these crucial, critical concepts.   Responding to this 
problem, I argue that extending transpedagogy beyond the discussion of gender alone serves to 
subvert an easy, singular affirmation of “authentic self.”  The idea that the self is fluid—that the 




potentially troubling.  How can we know who we are?  How can we recognize and relate to one 
another?  While previous critics have seen the transgender body as key to transpedagogy, I 
choose to move beyond the gendered form as the sole site of knowledge production; starting 
from the reality of transgender—and being careful not to erase the lived realities of transgender 
individuals—we can also speculate on other facets of identity and transition.  By unsettling the 
stable narrative critiqued by Malatino above, in my formulation, transpedagogy emphasizes 
process, not conclusions.  Such pedagogy marks a moment of intersection between theory and 
practice; we are simultaneously thinking and doing, expressing and instructing.  But 
transpedagogy does not rest at this intersection, this point of meeting; instead, it keeps moving, 
sliding along many points.  As I conceive it, transpedagogy emphasizes not who we are (e.g., I 
am a woman, I am disabled) but what we are constantly becoming (e.g., I am performing 
womanhood, I am contending with disability).  My formulation of transpedagogy speaks directly 
to Currah, Moore, and Stryker’s call to see “trans” subjects as multiply determined.  
Transpedagogy thus stems from extant transgender studies, while expanding its focus and 
extending its reach. 
 
Transpedagogy 
While my content—i.e., an attention to identity formation, evolution, and recognition—
arises from transgender studies, my process relies on concepts developed in critical pedagogy 
theory.  The self in learning takes central focus in critical pedagogy scholarship, particularly in 
works by Henry Giroux and Paulo Freire.  Like them, I move away from the pedagogical 
“banking” method of teaching, in which, as Freire explains, the instructor owns information and 




to student experiences, and problem-posing.  Freire asserts that knowledge depends on inquiry, 
invention, and re-invention, rather than collecting supposedly stable facts (58).  Such “problem-
posing education” affirms people as “beings in the process of becoming” (72).  In addition to 
borrowing teaching methods from critical pedagogy, transpedagogy also addresses a potential 
weakness in this field by acknowledging how knowledge of ourselves and each other is always 
inherently incomplete. 
As Giroux observes, critical pedagogy highlights how knowledge and power are 
produced through learning; one of its central projects is attending to the production and denial of 
social agency for particular sites and subjects (3-4).  Critical pedagogy engages students in 
narrating their own identities and opening up the space between the private and public, the self 
and society (14).  By analyzing matters of self and society, critical pedagogy unsettles 
assumptions and engages in politically relevant questions of justice, autonomy, and social 
recognition (3).  Building on Giroux’s work, Mohammad Aliakbari and Elham Faraji explain 
that critical pedagogy focuses on relations of power, particularly those that are oppressive, and 
strives to empower learners, particularly those who are marginalized (77).  This pedagogy is 
therefore especially useful when discussing trans stories and issues, since for queer and 
transgender communities achieving equal rights remains an ongoing project in this country.  By 
engaging openly with politics, ethics, cultural influences, and power dynamics, students 
interrogate and analyze subject positions and representations.  For example, an instructor could 
encourage students to discuss strengths and weaknesses of a text, rather than assuming that the 
text is inherently authoritative.87  Our lives, like our narratives, are expressed in multiple forms, 
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in myriad contexts.  In our classrooms, we have a brief and powerful opportunity to encourage 
students to reconsider how they understand others’ identities and express their own.  The texts 
we assign and the theories we discuss do not—and, I think, should not—exist solely in the space 
of our so-called ivory towers.  By problem-posing in class, the instructor acknowledges the 
importance of social and life conditions and examines relevant issues students face (78). 
Critical pedagogy recognizes that any teaching practice presupposes notions of how the 
world is or ought to be and prioritizes some forms of representation and modes of relation over 
others (Giroux 74).  In addition, in order to produce an open learning environment, teachers must 
be critically self-reflective about their role as authority figures in the classroom (80).  Critical 
pedagogy makes transparent the power dynamics at play in the classroom, university, 
community, and culture at large.  At a time when many currently feel disillusionment with our 
U.S. democracy, critical pedagogy offers hope by developing an informed, critical polity.  The 
goal here is transforming knowledge, not just consuming it (7). 
Critical pedagogy asserts that teaching is an important site of development, exploration, 
and intelligent interrogation.  However, these traditional critical pedagogical concepts presume a 
certain stability to both identity and knowledge production; these writers seem to take for granted 
that if we create educational avenues of discourse, we can reach mutual understandings of one 
another’s social experience.  While the above formulations are helpful, Elizabeth Ellsworth 
critiques how such abstract critical pedagogy concepts arise in the actual classroom (297-8); she 
finds that many practices fundamental to critical pedagogy literature actually perpetuate power 
dynamics of domination and repression (298).  I find especially relevant her observation: 
“Although the [critical pedagogy] literature recognizes that teachers have much to learn from 
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their students’ experiences, it does not address the ways in which there are things that I as 
professor could never know about the experiences, oppressions, and understandings of other 
participants in the class” (310).  Ellsworth emphasizes that all knowledge is partial, no matter 
how much we share in classroom discourse (310).  Later she notes that in the current historical 
moment power relations between “raced, classed, and gendered students and teachers are 
unjust,” which should be taken into account in our understandings of discourse (316).  My 
response to this problem—that critical pedagogy fails to recognize the inherent limitations and 
partiality of social knowledge—is to bring in the concepts of trans theory.  As noted in previous 
chapters, to be trans is to be in process, in ongoing development. 
I take the core tenets of critical pedagogy—a holistic understanding of students, a 
complex interpretation of power dynamics, an interrogation of knowledge production—and add 
to them a trans-focused awareness of openings, opportunities, and possibilities.  Further, I apply 
general critical pedagogy principles to the particular, grounded-in-reality experience of teaching 
through a trans framework—a framework that encourages rather than forecloses uncertainty and 
ambiguity.  Responding in part to Ellsworth’s critique of the misalignment between theory and 
practice, this chapter includes not only my observations regarding theory in the classroom, but 
also a case study discussing the real experiences of teaching a specific text that engages with 
social power dynamics and notions of identity.  Before delving into this example, though, I will 
describe generally how I see transpedagogy in action. 
 
Trans in Class 
I use transpedagogy in the undergraduate literature classroom in two key ways: I discuss 




labor), and I demonstrate trans theory in terms of relationships (i.e., critiquing binary categories 
and connecting direct experiences with classroom texts, analysis with practice, lived reality with 
imagined narratives).  This combination of telling and showing brings transgender theory and 
critical pedagogy practice into the classroom, and then expands on how we may interpret and 
apply a trans way of learning. 
As mentioned, in this work I extend my attention beyond only gender studies or women’s 
studies; I look at literature, at narrative and character, rhetoric and representation.  I employ a 
transpedagogy grounded in gender theory, but not limited to a singular understanding or 
application of what trans identity means.  While I broaden an understanding of trans studies 
beyond gender, I narrow the queer theory focus to works concerned with identity, social 
recognition, and transition.88  Within a general queer studies framework that deconstructs social 
norms, insists on non-binary approaches, and emphasizes the process of “becoming,” trans 
studies focuses deeply on one’s personal sense of self. 
Transpedagogy emphasizes uncertainty and possibility.  Akin to multi-modal teaching, 
which brings together diverse media sources (e.g., digital, textual, and visual forms), 
transpedagogical teaching brings together diverse content material.  Transpedagogy, in its ideal 
form, is associative rather than linear; it brings together works that thematically resonate (e.g., 
courses on migration or coming of age narratives).  Like critical pedagogy, transpedagogy 
describes an attitude or approach to material rather than strict criteria.  In a critical pedagogy 
classroom, students would be encouraged to relate course material to their lived social 
experiences; transpedagogy builds on that notion and encourages students to relate class material 
to other knowledges, narratives, and productions.  The transpedagogical instructor focuses on 
                                               




how an idea may be variously expressed, rather than trying to definitively establish or promote a 
canon of material. 
Within this pedagogical context, I find that bringing together trans studies and fictional 
narratives is educationally productive and significant.  Generally speaking, students love good 
stories; they enjoy being emotionally attached and affectively responding.  They often discuss 
which characters they “like,” which ones make them angry or annoyed, which ones they cried 
over or laughed at, etc.  A story engages the class, and then theory creates a possible entry-point 
to better explore and understand the narrative.  When teaching, I describe how identity categories 
may not be binary and ask questions about how characters’ identities are complicated and 
developed in the text.  Further, rather than talking in generalities about “trans people” or “queer 
people,” we discuss specific characters in a novel; we root down in the specifics in order to 
branch out to the big ideas.  This double movement simultaneously avoids essentializing and 
brings a particular text to bear on larger cultural conversations. 
To bring transpedagogy into a class, an instructor would think both in terms of content 
and connections: What subjects transition boundaries?  What subjects seek social recognition 
that has been denied or contested?  What texts may speak to each other across genres?  What 
texts may reflect or refract students’ experience?  For example, using transpedagogy, an 
instructor could discuss Sandy Stone’s “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto” 
(2006) alongside Jeffrey Eugenides’ Middlesex (2002), thus bringing trans theory to bear on a 
novel that explores multiple trans moments.  An instructor could assign Anna Deavere Smith’s 
verbatim performance piece Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992 (1994); analyze how such theater 
depicts identity, as well as how Smith performs different racial/ethnic/gender identities; and then 




instructor could pair Loreta Velazquez’ The Woman in Battle (1876), an autobiographical 
account of a Latina woman posing as a white officer in the Civil War, with Gloria Anzaldúa’s 
“La conciencia de la mestiza” (1987), an essay on mixed and marginalized identities.  Student 
activities could include group discussions of how identity is formed, developed, and disrupted in 
texts, as well as how these works connect to cultural understandings of personhood and 
recognition.  In addition to traditional literary analysis, students could actively engage with these 
concepts by interviewing one another, free-writing about the construction of their own identities, 
researching important trans figures, and other such practices.  These examples illustrate 
transpedagogical practice in that they encourage intellectual stretches across genres and 
destabilize a firm sense of categorization and construction. 
 
Trans Narratives 
The imaginative landscape of a story world disrupts familiar discourses and frees students 
to approach ideas and characters more intimately.  By grappling with trans identities in a world 
apart from lived reality, readers can explore and experiment with thoughts in a safe, fictional 
space—and then apply their gained insights to real-life social realities.  While many in the social 
sciences have delved into trans studies (notably Paisley Currah and Rogers Brubaker), the 
literary field offers a different angle of analysis: In contrast to political or sociological work 
which must rely on how things “really” are, as a literary scholar I can look at how things might 
be, as constructed within narrative worlds.  All narrative involves some level of construction, 
even the social sciences, which interpret what is factual.  But literary narratives are especially 




Literary narrative differs from other disciplinary rhetoric because what is felt, thought, 
remembered, and recounted—i.e., what is central to the development of identity—takes center 
stage.  For example, rather than discussing the number of transgender individuals in the United 
States or medical and legal transgender concerns, a novel develops an understanding of a 
particular transgender character.  As Karla Holloway observes, “Fiction is made up of 
complexity.  It gains its substance from engaging multiple, even contradictory, meanings.  
Accuracy—the absolutely appropriate goal of law and medicine—is challenged in the fictive 
environment” (13).  I would add to Holloway’s comment that fiction challenges not only notions 
of accuracy but certainty as well.  Transpedagogical emphases on instability and process could 
benefit every discipline—e.g., demonstrating the subjectivity inherent in scientific studies, 
describing how historical records are incomplete or contradictory, underlining how 
understandings of human psychology and development have changed over time, and so forth.  
Rather than projecting firm authority and ownership of knowledge, the transpedagogical 
instructor creates opportunities to creatively explore unanswered questions in the discipline at 
hand.  But while transpedagogy could certainly apply to other areas of study, literary classrooms 
are particularly hospitable to introducing discussions of connectivity, fluidity, and possibility. 
While there are many accounts of trans identity development, transgender narratives are 
so abundant that they offer ready material for a transpedagogical course.  Memoirs, such as Janet 
Mock’s Redefining Realness, Laura Jane Grace’s Tranny, and Juliet Jacques’s Trans, provide 
diverse accounts of gender transitions—although because these works are creative nonfiction, the 
narrative voice is more limited than a fictional one and the “real” identity of the writer often 
haunts the text.89  By looking at the life story of a fictional character, such as Imogen Binnie’s 
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Nevada, Meredith Russo’s If I Was Your Girl, or—as I will discuss shortly—Patricia Powell’s 
The Pagoda, students could have more imaginative play and interpretive freedom.  Transgender 
narratives trouble the dichotomous categories of masculine and feminine; at the same time that 
transitioning genders emphasizes the existence of these categories it also demonstrates their 
permeability.  While some transgender individuals may experience a clear shift from one gender 
category to another,90 writers like Jacques, Grace, and Mock explain that their chosen gender is 
the one that fits them best—but not perfectly, since no one is 100% feminine or masculine.  
Further, when using literary works that speak to trans issues, instructors can generate discussions 
about how students see and experience gender identity and fluidity in their own lives; by 
analyzing and interpreting a character’s life story, we may build avenues of insight into our real 
lives together. 
 
A Case Study of Teaching Trans: The Pagoda 
Having established the key influences, interventions, and materials of transpedagogy, I 
turn now to a specific instance: the process of teaching The Pagoda, a novel centered on a 
protagonist experiencing multiple identity transitions.  Under my broad conceptualization of 
trans teaching, an instructor could go in many directions with this text, but in this particular case 
study I focus primarily on this character’s gender transitions and expressions.  I do this to 
underline how transgender studies combines with critical pedagogy to create a dynamic, 
productive learning experience.  In this section, I will first describe how I analyze and teach this 
novel and then bring in student responses to the work. 
                                               
90 I want to emphasize that some transgender individuals do ascribe to gender binaries and seek to live as the 
“opposite” gender than the one assigned at birth.  My discussion of a more fluid approach to gender is specific to 




 The Pagoda takes place in Jamaica at the end of the 1800s.  When the narrative begins, 
the protagonist, Mr. Lowe, a Chinese immigrant shopkeeper, is married to Miss Sylvie, a 
wealthy white landowner.  Over the course of the novel the shop burns down, the marriage 
dissolves, and the reader learns that Lowe (whose Chinese name is Lau A-yin91) is biologically 
female and that Miss Sylvie is actually racially mixed.92  Central plot events include Lowe’s 
efforts to reconnect with his estranged daughter; his developing understanding of sensuality; and 
his processing of previous sexual assault and trauma at the hands of Cecil, a recently deceased 
white trader.  The focus of this narrative is on how Lowe’s life is unraveling and opening; the 
novel initially presents Lowe as stable, but as the narrative moves forward, he appears 
increasingly unmoored from binary identities. 
In current critical analyses of The Pagoda, there is no consensus on how to interpret 
Lowe’s gender and sexuality; critics refer to this character variously as “Lowe” and “A-yin,” as 
“he” and “she,” and as a queer female, a transgender person, and a lesbian woman, as I will 
discuss in more detail later.  As Stryker and Aren Z. Aizura observe, “gender” not only refers to 
linguistic and cultural representations of biological sex, but also to political, administrative, and 
taxonomic conceptions (8).  By discussing the transgender elements of this text—particularly the 
move away from static binaries—I analyze how Lowe constructs a psychically comfortable 
(though not readily socially legible) sense of self.  Unlike many transgender narratives that 
describe a transition from one category to another (e.g., MTF), Lowe does not ultimately align 
                                               
91For this article, I follow Powell’s lead and use “Lowe” and “he” to refer to the protagonist.  Although the character 
claims the name “Lau A-yin” on two occasions, in both instances the character still does not use a female pronoun.  
These moments of reclaiming the original Chinese name also do not result in social recognition that confirms a re-
claimed identity, so for the purposes of this paper I will continue to use “Lowe.” 
 




with one side of the binary; his struggle is not to be recognized as a single, affirmed gender, but 
rather to have the freedom to express himself variably.  
A common transgender narrative found in memoirs and fiction today presents the subject 
as always having been the opposite gender than the one assigned at birth; frequently language 
like “born in the wrong body” is used.93  Set in the 1800s, this novel does not use such recently 
coined language.  In contemporary U.S. culture, transgender individuals often have to struggle 
for recognition, rights, and respect; sharing a polished narrative can help convey a clear message 
that is understandable to a wide public.  The lived reality is often much more messy and 
complex, but to dig into these details could make advocacy work harder, since nuance can easily 
be misunderstood or misused.  In the context of a novel, the trans narrative has more room for 
messiness: Lowe is not an activist, advocate, or real person living in the world and dealing with 
tabloids and Twitter trolls.  Lowe is a fictive being, created to provoke thought, feeling, and 
understanding.  By focusing on this example of transition, my students and I can explore the 
variety in gender experiences and recognize that there is no singular narrative, no singular 
motivation, and no singular significance. 
When teaching this work, I tend not to start with Lowe’s gender identity.  Instead, I first 
engage the class in close-reading activities related to narrative voice (e.g., projecting sections 
from the text and discussing diction, motifs, point of view, and other narrative elements).  By 
discussing nuances of the text, we establish how we are learning information about this 
character.  Within The Pagoda, Powell creates three layers of language that interweave to create 
the fabric of the story.  An eloquent third-person limited narrator describes Lowe’s feelings, 
actions, and memories; grammatically fragmented, colloquial speech patterns characterize 
                                               
93See Raewyn Connell’s “Transsexual Women and Feminist Thought: Toward New Understanding and New 




dialogue between characters; and a somewhat-articulate, somewhat-fragmented first-person 
written voice comes across in Lowe’s letters to his estranged daughter.  Rather than creating a 
binary system of communication (e.g., spoken/written), Powell creates three strands; the options 
are not either/or.  When these narrative voices cross, there is a trans narrative element, since the 
structure mirrors the content. 
By approaching this narratological construction through a trans lens, in class we can 
discuss how the literary registers encourage an openness to change, to variability.  Lowe’s 
memories, conversations, and epistles offer different insights into who he is and how we may 
understand him.  The novel transitions among registers to demonstrate how the expression of 
one’s self varies based on context and available resources (e.g., social expectations or facility 
with the language).  Also, the diversity of language pushes the reader to shift how they think 
about character—there is no consistent narrative voice to rely on, and so the reader must be 
flexible with interpreting various dictions and styles.  The structure of the novel creates an 
unpredictable reading experience, which further emphasizes the fluidity of Lowe’s identity.  I 
end this lesson by focusing on the conclusion of the novel, Lowe’s completed letter to his 
daughter. 
 Lowe signs this final letter to his daughter with his feminine Chinese name: Lau A-yin 
(Powell 245).  Based on this renaming, Lisa Yun raises the question of how one should refer to 
Lowe—as he or she, Mr. or Ms., Lowe or Lau A-yin?  I explain to my students that each scholar 
writing on The Pagoda wrestles with this question, and there is no clear consensus on the 
appropriate terms to use.  (This is a moment to emphasize that in the humanities we seek answers 
to questions—but rarely do we all agree on the answer.)  Yun asserts that Lowe is a “lesbian 




yet she insists on a consistently female self; she asserts that Lowe is “terrified by forbidden 
homosexual desire,” and therefore retreats to a masculine identity (140).  I am troubled by both 
these readings of Lowe, since they rest on sexual partners to determine gender identity, and 
sexuality and gender warrant distinction.  Donette Francis sees Lowe’s maleness as a veil worn 
to survive, and yet, she separates herself from other critics who want to fix the protagonist’s 
identity as lesbian, since the character has sexual interactions with both men and women, and 
Francis considers the ending one of “transgenderdenss” (30-1).  Because no familiar identity 
terms (homosexual, queer, transsexual, etc.) are used in this text, we must extrapolate from the 
actions and thoughts of the character himself—and these are contradictory and inconclusive.  
Readers are uncertain whether Lowe ultimately identifies as a woman or man, as lesbian or 
bisexual, as Chinese or Jamaican, as a mother or father, as “ma’am” or “Mr. Lowe” (Powell 
241)—all of which reveals the difficulty of creating a socially legible blended way of being.  I 
align most with Tzarina Prater’s reading of Lowe as “a figure that cannot be, and refuses to be, 
read or fit into any category based on dichotomous formations of male/female, hetero/homo, 
black/white, colonizer/colonized” (22).  Rather than alighting on one side of the binary or the 
other, Lowe as trans can move, meld, and mix identity categories.  By demonstrating how 
diverse scholars have approached questions of gender in this novel, I hope to empower students 
to express their own views—ones that may challenge my own or their classmates’.  These views 
must be supported with evidence from the text, which shows a complex and ambiguous depiction 
of character. 
Much of Powell’s story focuses on Lowe’s body, how he experiences his world and how 
society interprets him.  He is presented as a character so enmeshed in his surrounding world that 




psychologically process what he physically experiences.  Therefore, gleaning Lowe’s life story is 
a challenge, and only over the course of many chapters does the reader learn the layers of gender 
building and bending that he has experienced.  Born a girl, Lowe grows up modeling himself 
after his father.  Francis explains, “The first scenes of A-yin becoming gendered are the days 
spent in her father’s shop listening to his stories of sea adventures.  Reared principally by her 
father rather than mother, A-yin tends toward maleness” (34).  But as an adolescent, Lowe 
develops female secondary sex characteristics, which precipitates a fundamental shift in the 
father/boyish-daughter relationship.  When describing Lowe’s puberty, Powell writes: “One day 
Lowe turned thirteen and saw that the aromatic petals of his childhood had been replaced with 
thin wisps of hair that lodged themselves underneath his arms and between his legs” (27).  This 
depiction of puberty could apply to adolescent men and women—it is not gender specific.  
Though we learn later of political and economic reasons for Lowe’s masculine gender transition, 
in this section we see an earlier, more emotional rejection of his developing female body.  In 
Female Masculinity, Jack Halberstam notes that “tomboyism is tolerated as long as the child 
remains prepubescent; as soon as puberty begins, however, the full force of gender conformity 
descends on the girl” (6).  Thus the onset of Lowe’s adolescence leads to the severance of his 
bond with his father.  Understanding gender as an ongoing, temporal process is not just 
theoretical for students, most of whom are in their late teens and early twenties.  Discussing how 
Lowe is taught to perform masculinity and femininity ties in directly with recent adolescent 
experiences for many in the class; this is a moment when ideas from the text may illuminate 
lived realities. 
In order to escape life as a wife in China, as a young adult Lowe slips aboard a vessel 




trader Cecil to have “woman’s flesh,” i.e., breasts (Powell 49).  This encounter is the first time in 
the text that Lowe’s female biology is noted, and the language is key—the feminine status is 
invoked by Cecil and indicated by physiology, not claimed by Lowe.  The narrative at this point 
has indicated that Lowe feels different, i.e., “othered,” but the reason for this alienation is unclear 
until this moment.  Cecil repeatedly assaults Lowe,94 and as they approach Jamaica, he insists 
that she disguise herself as a man to bypass the laws of the time outlawing Chinese women 
immigrants (42).  Echoing the former description of puberty, when Cecil gives Lowe a male 
disguise, Lowe experiences feelings of loss and insecurity; as he sees his trousers and feels the 
lack of long hair, “he knew he had crossed over again, that he had come to that place of 
uncertainty before and here he was again” (98).  Rather than viewing the “crossing” as an 
isolated event, Lowe likens this transition to that of the aging and developing body; one may 
“cross” again and again in one’s life.  The physiological and social forces exerted upon Lowe 
create change, and Lowe must adapt to survive. 
But Cecil’s coercion is not the only factor in Lowe’s gender performance; there are 
multiple social and emotional relationships at work here.  From the first chapter, we see Lowe in 
relation to Miss Sylvie and to Cecil; we know that he is married to Miss Sylvie and that the 
villagers refer to Cecil as “Lowe’s sweetheart” (Powell 15)—these intimate relationships imply a 
queered sexuality.  As the narrative progresses, we learn that both these relationships are non-
consensual: Lowe married Miss Sylvie for economic and social protection, and Lowe was raped 
and controlled by Cecil.  Lowe’s actions are both produced and bounded by limitations 
stemming from economic, ethnic, and sexual differences.  Notions of power, consent, and 
coercion reappear throughout this novel, as Lowe slowly allows himself a more active role in his 
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relationships.  For example, Miss Sylvie suggests that the two move away to another place, 
where Lowe would not have to be “‘like this’” anymore.  When he asks what she means, she 
explains: “‘Like your clothes, like your…,” and she fumbled with her hands, and the gaudy rings 
on her snake fingers glittered. And the copper bangles on her thick wrists jangled. ‘You wouldn’t 
have to dress up like that, you wouldn’t have to look like a…’” (140).  Miss Sylvie hopes to 
provide Lowe with options, but because she is in a position of power over him, her half-said 
offer comes laden with expectations.  Further, Lowe does not see how adopting the limitations of 
femininity—particularly the corset—will enable him to achieve his personal goals.  He is eager 
to escape restrictions of movements, and so he will not comply with Miss Sylvie’s wishes.  
Recognizing these power dynamics in the text helps students realize how complex and nonlinear 
identity formation may be; who we are is ineluctably connected to our social relationships and 
roles within our family and community. 
Lowe’s sexual relationships further reveal the character’s contradictions, demonstrate 
movements, and frustrate easy resolutions.  Over the course of the novel, Lowe develops sexual 
relationships with Joyce, an Afro-Caribbean woman who lives nearby, and Omar, an Afro-
Caribbean man who manages and lives on Miss Sylvie’s property.  After Cecil’s death, as Lowe 
becomes increasingly open and assertive, he goes to Joyce’s home one night.  When he wakens, 
Lowe sees that Joyce has undressed him, and his chest band lies on top of a chair. As Lowe 
realizes that his secret female anatomy has been revealed, he begins to panic (Powell 152).  
Joyce then tells him she always knew that he had a woman’s body because of his “beautiful shy 
undercover laugh” that revealed he was “holding something back” (153).  She reads his body 
accurately, subtly.  Later, suspecting that he has been read by Omar as well, Lowe attempts to 




“‘Sir?’” (220)  Lowe then undresses and shows his naked female body to Omar (221), but Omar 
continues to refer to him as “Mr. Lowe” (222).  This exchange establishes that Omar does not 
want to acknowledge his housemate as anything but a “mister,” thus marking this moment as a 
failed coming out.  But a few pages later, Lowe again undresses, the two have sex, and Omar 
seems to agree to “just try” to see Lowe differently (227).  This conversation emphasizes the 
importance of attempts and approaches; there is no closure, no definite resolution, but there are 
instead openings and opportunities.  To understand this lack of closure, bringing class discussion 
back to trans theory is useful: I remind students that in Transgender History, Stryker emphasizes 
how movement is inherent to transgender identity (1); subjects move across (i.e., trans) 
categories—such as gender—established to contain and define them. 
Students uncomfortable with the ambiguity of self-determined identity, though, might 
read the transition of partners from Miss Sylvie to Omar as a move from a gender-bending 
lesbian relationship to a gender-normative, heterosexual relationship.  But Lowe remains queer 
and ambiguous, since after this intimate moment with Omar, Lowe again returns to Joyce. She 
not only accepts him but also encourages him to be open, aware, and creative: 
His fists had become her flowering hibiscus, his elbows her marigolds, his breasts 
her star apples, his nipples her guineps, his knees her frangipani, his calves her 
turtleberry bush, his navel her iris, and down there, down there, how to call it, her 
tulip? (Powell 230) 
Unlike his previous sexual interactions, in this scene Lowe finds beauty and acceptance in the 
union.  He has no gendered flesh here—the anatomical is replaced with the botanical in a move 
away from the binary of sex and towards the multiplicity of nature (e.g., plants frequently exist 
beyond sexed binaries due to asexual reproduction capabilities).  Further, the characters have the 
power to name and re-name what they will (e.g., “his breasts her star apples”), and the repeated 




and sexuality—is fluid.  By close-reading such excerpts in class, students can delve into how we 
use words to define ourselves; this hybrid narrative structure focuses on an ambiguous main 
character and features unconventional word choices.  Discussions can explore both the 
construction and implications of this character in transition. 
Lowe has indeed transitioned, yet again.  From a boyish childhood he entered a feminine 
adolescence, and then a masculine adulthood, and now a gender-blended old age.  Only by 
adopting elements of both genders does he feel that he is “being me” (Powell 240).  Over the 
course of The Pagoda, Lowe no longer strives to pass as one gender but to thrive in a hybrid 
sense of self. In an interview with Faith Smith, Powell asserts that Lowe “has a foot in both a 
masculine and feminine world” and therefore “is privy to both spheres and must take on the 
complications of each” (326).  This is not a story of transition from one gender to another, but to 
an existence that is flexible and unfixed. Ultimately, the “trans” matters more in this narrative 
than the “gender.” 
 
A Case Study of Teaching Trans: Students Respond 
When reading The Pagoda in my recent literature class, students frequently had difficulty 
articulating their perceptions of this text.  As one student explained, she wanted Lowe to be a 
man or a woman, not in between, and she was “uncomfortable with the ambiguity.”  Other 
students expressed confusion and frustration—as well as interest.  When I presented in class on 
trans studies and The Pagoda, N.95 observed that it was “the most helpful lens to make sense of 
in-between characters” and M. found it helped her “think in a different way.”  D. noted that 
because he did not begin reading the novel knowing that Lowe is transgender, he left behind 
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assumptions and gradually formed ideas about the character as he moved through the story.  
Unlike many other representations of transgender characters, Lowe’s gender identity does not 
fall into conventional categories; Lowe is mid-transition, not aligning firmly with one side or the 
other.  As one student observed, “I am still struggling to understand what I should call Lowe.  Is 
he male/female?  Is he a he/she/they?  I think this book really made me think about sexuality and 
gender, which is a hard topic to fully understand.”  This moment exemplifies problem-posing 
since the intellectual material collides with the student’s personal understanding of social roles 
and identity categories.  Students, like the character, are immersed in a process of wrestling with 
what they have experienced and what they can imagine as possible. 
While some students seemed reluctant to voice their thoughts on gender representations 
in Powell’s text, they appeared much more comfortable writing about their ideas.  For this 
literature class, students wrote weekly posts to an online discussion forum.  During the week that 
we focused on The Pagoda, M. wrote that trans theory “illuminated” the novel for her, since 
Lowe’s shifting status was difficult for her to initially understand.  In response, a classmate 
agreed and added, “We were talking in class on Wednesday about how females and males are 
not just feminine and masculine, we all share different traits from each side.  Personally, I would 
associate myself with being female but I know I am more masculine in many aspects of my life.”  
Later in the same discussion thread another student observed, “As a reader, it seemed that 
throughout the book I was reaching for answers and trying to determine what Lowe’s identity 
was in my mind and what his identity was to him.”  Here students engaged with this character in 
transition in terms of: how theory can be useful in understanding a text, how a personal 
experience may create a resonance with a fictional character, and how the reader is active, not 




fictional figure; by speaking about Lowe, they could better analyze their own social roles, 
interactions, and interpretations.  In keeping with the dual aspects of transpedagogy, students 
used theory to better comprehend the narrative, and then connected the abstract concepts to their 
own experiences, ideas, and perceptions. 
While the students in the above thread found it helpful to conceptualize Lowe as a 
character in personal transition, other students emphasized how important social circumstances 
were in Lowe’s development.  X. noted, “Lowe is in between many identities and is still figuring 
out how to maneuver and navigate this […] Prior to reading this text, I was aware that your life 
circumstances dictated your identity, but I never even considered the fact that they could change 
your life to the magnitude that is expressed and experienced in The Pagoda.”  Regarding Lowe’s 
ambiguity, W. observed that “it was intriguing to read more about how he [Lowe] viewed 
himself and how others viewed him,” since the descriptions of social relationships in the text 
“helped me to better understand the difficulty attached to being in such an in-between state.”  
These students stressed how Lowe remains in complex gender flux.  Further, by acknowledging 
how his past experiences, current circumstances, and social contexts influence his sense of self, 
the “facts” of this character are revealed to be unstable. Lowe undergoes multiple transitions 
(e.g., nationality, language, family structure, gender) that overlap; Lowe starts, stops, and re-
starts movements toward a clear sense of self. 
C. spoke to these unstable intersections in her post as well: “While I had come to 
understand gender and sexuality as a spectrum, it’s quite rare to be exposed to a novel dealing 
with trans theory […] I thoroughly enjoyed the novel in that it brought to light the intersectional 
experiences of an individual that couldn’t truly be categorized.”  She later explained that this text 




categorize and filter information into easily accessible and understandable schemas […] which 
can lead to generalizations about individuals’ identities and experiences of sexuality that can 
then give way to wrongful stereotyping and prejudices that provide fuel for systems of power.”  
Systems of power came up in another classmate’s response as well; N. noted, “I’m also very 
interested in the concept of Powell, a black woman, writing from the perspective of a Chinese 
person undergoing […] sexual and gender identity fluidities. But I still feel unable to participate 
in such a discussion or debate, being a cis white woman.”  N. expressed concern about how to 
speak from her place of relative privilege and not co-opt stories of others’ oppression, and she 
concluded: “I'm still working out how I am supposed deal with this issue.”  While this student 
seemed concerned about not having a clear answer, such a response is exactly what I hope to 
engender; rather than reaching closure, I want students to live in the process, the “still working” 
stage of productivity and flexibility.  Although approaching topics like transgender or non-binary 
identities was anxiety-provoking for some students, having a discrete text to discuss and multiple 
modes of approaching the work—instructor lecture on trans theory, class discussion of particular 
narrative elements of The Pagoda, writing forums on novel-related topics of their choice—led to 
productive and creative analyses.  Further, students brought this fictional text to bear on their 
own bodies, e.g., the “cis white woman” who was hyper-aware of how her own embodied self 
stood in comparison with the textual bodies.  The abstract critical pedagogy focus on social roles 
becomes grounded here in the specific text and individual relationship between narrative and 
reader.  Literature and social realities connect and inform one another in this pedagogy that 







Transpedagogy connects the theoretical and the experiential, the textual and the 
relational.  This practice both includes gender and expands beyond that category to look at 
identity transitions more broadly—and it acknowledges the limits of our experiences and 
understandings.  Such instruction enlarges the undergraduate classroom experience: the literary 
text opens up imaginative worlds; the structure of the class encourages critical thinking and 
textual analysis; and then the text is brought to bear on the individual’s understanding of social 
realities.  By being open to crossing lines between fiction and lived reality, narrative voice and 
reader response, transpedagogy infuses new creative energy to the classroom.  Students can ask: 
Who is Lowe?  Who has he been, and who is he becoming?  What is identity, and how do I 
recognize it?  And with this common text, this story of a character’s life, we can work through 
such questions together.   
I trust my students.  They understand that strict lines between categories are often 
ardently desired but realistically impossible.  The female student performs masculinity; the cis 
student identifies with the transgender character; the diligent student cannot figure out the exact 
meaning of the work.  By reading this trans story, we act out of character, and, perhaps, we see 
ourselves and each other more candidly.  We make up our life stories, and we find reality in 
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Our reaction to aesthetic force, more easily than logic, is often how we accept with grace that the ground has shifted 




 When I was writing the prospectus for this dissertation, I had trouble deciding on a topic.  
All the subjects I came up with seemed equally interesting to me.  And so one night I pulled out 
every essay and analysis that I had written—from college and from graduate school—and I piled 
up every book that I truly loved.  Sitting in the middle of all these texts, I asked: “What do these 
works have in common?  What have I been secretly obsessed with all along?”  As I looked 
around at me, I realized that these diverse works—from Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass to 
Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera, from an honors thesis on YA short fiction to a 
close reading of Diane Arbus’ photography—were all really about two things: identity and 
community.  Who are we in relation to each other? 
 This dissertation has been an attempt to investigate that question further.  The trans 
studies framework has provided a scaffold for analysis and interpretation of moments of change, 
transition, uncertainty, and development.  Each chapter has focused on how characters see 
themselves and are seen by others—and the instances when such perspectives shift and conflict.  
I argue that assumed facts—our gender, race, humanity, etc.—are actually unstable for two 
reasons.  First, while there is a core sense of self, as evidenced by these narratives, it is subject to 
change over time and through experience.  Second, these identifying aspects of ourselves are 




may be—from our social narratives and relationships.  Therefore each person is in continual 
process, continual transition, from who they have been to who they might be, depending on their 
developing contexts.  The beauty and power of fiction is that while characters change over the 
course of a novel, the written text remains the same.  And so we can return to these narratives, 
use them as both examples and touchstones, to discuss how changeable, volatile, and unstable 
selfhood may be.  These stories offer fixed moments that describe fluidity. 
To address my over-arching question of who we are in relation to one another, I have 
focused on different aspects of identity in turn.  Gender studies has provided exquisitely helpful 
language (e.g., distinctions among sex, gender, and sexuality) and productive theoretical 
frameworks for sorting through performances of a spectrum of social behaviors (e.g., 
masculinity, femininity, androgyny).  Gender is something personally felt and socially 
reinforced, as seen in the depiction of transgender transitions in Jeffrey Eugenides’ Middlesex.  
Starting from this firm grounding in extant identity transitions, I extended the question of what 
identity categories may be claimed, crossed, and complicated by turning to transracialism.  Race 
has a more impoverished vocabulary since the body, performance, history, and desires are all 
wrapped up in that singular term.  Still, though, through critical race theory and cultural 
examples we get a sense of how racial identity is embodied, enacted, and interpreted.  The 
speculative racial transitions represented in Jess Row’s Your Face in Mine illustrate complex and 
contradictory affective responses and theoretical imaginings regarding race today.  Continuing 
down this speculative path, my analysis of Kazuo Ishiguro’s Never Let Me Go demonstrated how 
narrative fiction offers a productive locus for interpreting the most fundamental presumed fact of 
our identity: humanity.  Recognizing our own and each other’s humanity requires an 




race, age, ability, class, or any other social identifier—we can at least see each other’s humanity 
as authentic.  And yet, because this aspect of ourselves can also be denied or revoked, it too is 
unstable.  By showing how the cloned subjects are both socially objectified and physically 
exploited, Ishiguro’s narrative underlines how power may be enacted on the body and identity 
may be delimited.  And finally, pedagogy—how we teach and learn—is where all this comes 
together.  In the classroom, we are bodies and minds, individuals and community.  We take turns 
performing, sharing, and receiving knowledge.  The classroom functions as a sort of highly 
developed microcosm of the learning environment that is our culture at large.  In my final 
chapter on Patricia Powell’s The Pagoda and in the appendix, I showed how greater openness to 
transition, ambiguity, and flexibility can impact and influence our teaching and learning 
processes.  Each text studied here reveals moments when the illusions of clear and stable 
categories are broken; in these fractures, new possibilities emerge.  I find that more than by their 
gender, race, or species, these characters become defined by their status in their communities and 
their sense of belonging.  Taken as a whole, this project asks how we define ourselves. 
In this dissertation, I have analyzed literary moments when the individual’s sense of self 
conflicts with the socially recognized self.  And throughout this work, I have used the concept of 
trans to approach larger questions of subjectivity, identity, and narrative.  The stories we tell 
matter because they both reflect back and expand further our understandings of who and how we 
are.  Moreover, fictional narratives can help us reflect on and respond to our larger culture.  For 
instance, Karla Holloway notes that she “uses narratives to underscore the ways in which culture 
is a vigorously constructed interplay of identities” (xix).  But each fictional narrative is 
ultimately as limited as each of our lives; we can only experience so much at one time. The 




more diverse works to gain a fuller understanding of the world as it is and as it may be.  Nothing 
is truly concluded here; the process continues on.  
 
Future Transitions 
 As mentioned, individuals depend on both an inner sense of self and outer affirmations to 
build coherent self-identities.  The narratives in this dissertation trace this process of becoming 
and belonging.  There are more instances of and opportunities for such development going 
forward, though.  As I revise and expand this project, I intend to bring in works depicting 
transnational, transtemporal, and transcorporeal identity moments and movements.  
Transnational identities are often limited by more than just social recognition—individuals face 
real political borders and physical obstacles.  Texts and characters can both bypass and represent 
these issues.  Transtemporality is also physically limited, since actual bodies move through time 
linearly, but in narratives, as in memory, we can restructure time to show how past, present, and 
the anticipated future may be mutually influential.  Transcorporeality considers both how we are 
physically grounded in matter, energy, and environments, and how we relate across these 
bodies—i.e., what stories do we tell about how we connect and what we privilege?  While the 
first area of study has garnered significant academic attention, the latter two remain 
underdeveloped, despite their import.  In this section, I will briefly describe how I intend to 
approach these fields in future work. 
The notion of changeable, moveable identity explored previously through gender, race, 
humanity, and pedagogy finds abundant expression in transnational narratives.  As noted by 
Silvia Schultermandl and Sebnem Toplu, in this time of global mobility, identities are too 




boundaries and rims of nation-states, thus exposing the very limits that these borders conjure,” 
they write.  “Such identities are not unified or stable, but are fluid entities which constantly push 
at the boundaries of the nation-state, thereby re-defining themselves and the nation-state 
simultaneously” (11).  Within our current global, mobile system, individual agency and self-
determination factor into identity in new, still developing ways (12).  Regarding protagonists 
who experience transnational journeys, these writers argue that “only by embracing a fluid sense 
of self can they reach a sense of belonging amidst this hyper-mobility” (13).  They rightly assert 
that identity comes about through “a continuous cultural dialogue between self and other” (16).  
Such a dynamic is at the heart of “To Be Continued: Literary Identities in Transition.”  
Transnational identity emerges already in the texts discussed, as seen in Lowe’s immigration 
story in The Pagoda and the multiple voyages of the Stephanides family in Middlesex.  Building 
on these narratives, a future iteration of this project would also include analyses of recent novels 
like Ruth Ozeki’s A Tale for the Time Being (2013), in which artifacts and spirits move between 
Japan and Canada, and Shani Mootoo’s Cereus Blooms at Night (1996),96 in which characters 
live in Paradise, travel to the Shivering Northern Wetlands, and experience myriad, intersecting 
hierarchies of race, gender, and nation. 
Beyond the journeys of characters, we see questions of transnational identity arise in 
terms of writers and texts themselves.  In his work on transnational fiction, Stephen Clingman 
describes how such fiction has developed because literature is rife with traveling writers (7).  Is 
Caryl Phillips Caribbean, English, or U.S. American?  Is Jhumpa Lahiri English, Indian, U.S. 
American, or Italian?  And should we determine literary categories based on the nationality of 
the author or the characters?  Clingman adds that not only do writers travel, but works do as well, 
                                               
96This work also features a successful gender transition (the character of Otoh) and a failed racial transition (the 




both in terms of the circulation of books across borders and the written subjects who move, 
progress, and transition.  He observes: “Routes are not simply continuous; they are broken, and 
disruption is built into the term.  […] To be in the place of transition, in the disposition of 
crossing, is to encounter this reality as well, an intrinsic part of the transnational” (26).  
Transnationality includes both political and economic abstractions, as well as fundamental 
physicality (i.e., inhabiting a particular body in a particular place). 
Moreover, transnational studies directly connects with gender and race studies.  In their 
analysis of the multiple interpretations of “transnationalism,” for example, Laura Briggs, Gladys 
McCormick and J. T. Way embrace an understanding of the term that rests on the developments 
of gender studies; they suggest that transnationalism does for nationality what gender does for 
sexed bodies, i.e., encourages analyzing the associations, contradictions, and interruptions 
inherent in the designation (627).  In addition, when discussing transnationalism and migration—
and the sociological, psychological, and economic discourses regarding such movements—
Annie Phizacklea and Sallie Westwood explain that the figure of the migrant, “embodied and 
imagined,” coalesces concerns with race and belonging (3).  The racialized body is also often a 
nationalized body (e.g., the conflation of Chinese nationality and physiology in Your Face in 
Mine); by teasing out moments when gender, race, and nationality comingle and combine, we 
can gain a greater understanding of how status markers are socially assigned and interpreted. 
Transnationality calls upon our understandings of space and place, i.e., the geo-political 
borders and boundaries established on maps and in policies.  But we are not only extant in place; 
we are temporal beings, too.  And we can imaginatively move and migrate through time as well 
as space.  In addition to bringing in an analysis of transnationality, my extended project would 




queer theory; I would extend such work through a trans studies focus.  Ben Davies and Jana 
Funke explain that “diverse temporal practices” have been encompassed under the umbrella of 
“queer temporalities,” but the term currently lacks firm definition and parameters (3).  One 
suggestion of what such temporality signifies arises in Jack Halberstam’s “Queer Temporality 
and Postmodern Geographies.”  He writes, “Queer uses of time and space develop, at least in 
part, in opposition to the institutions of family, heterosexuality and reproduction.  They also 
develop according to other logics of location, movement, and identification” (1).  Halberstam 
describes different conventions for assessing time and space, such as the “biological clock” of 
reproduction and the timeline of inheritance (both in terms of the family and the nation) (5).  If 
we think beyond these traditional, heteronormative, nationalistic timelines, we have queer time—
and then if we think in terms of nonlinear, mutually inclusive timelines, I argue that we have 
trans time.  Texts depicting such a radical re-interpretation of temporal processes include recent 
works like David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas (2004), which offers a fragmented yet intrinsically 
connected series of simultaneous storylines separated by centuries.  With this framework, we 
could also re-read with new meaning familiar texts like William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying 
(1930) and Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928).  Transtemporality disrupts the construction of 
linear chronology and insists on immediate interactions among past, present, and future. 
 Building on these two areas, in my future work I also intend to bring in Stacy Alaimo’s 
notion of transcorporeality, which she defines as “the time-space where human corporeality, in 
all its material fleshiness, is inseparable from ‘nature’ or ‘environment’” (238).97  Alaimo 
imagines a human “always intermeshed with the more-than-human world,” which emphasizes 
how inseparable we are from our environment (238).  While it recalls notions of the posthuman, 
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transcorporeality focuses not on escaping human limitations but instead consciously 
interconnecting with more-than-human systems, creatures, and agents (238).  In my analysis of 
transcorporeality, I would bring in feminist new materialism theory to articulate the 
interdependent relationships and power dynamics across bodies.98  In terms of narratives, novels 
like Karen Joy Fowler’s We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves (2013), in which a chimpanzee 
functions as the human protagonist’s sister; Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake (2003), in 
which human environmental effects and scientific developments create both new climates and 
new species; and Lauren Beukes’ Zoo City (2010), in which animals serve as intimate 
manifestations of human failure and frailty, all emphasize how characters are deeply influenced 
by and intertwined with diverse corporeal entities.  Such a study prompts questions about how 
we connect and what marks our center; when the human body is not the sole determinant of 
subjectivity, we must find other interpretations of “self” and “other.” 
 
Conclusion 
We are at a new frontier, a site where choices open up and changes abound.  Medical 
innovations—from gene editing to plastic surgeries—and technological innovations—from 
digital avatars to artificial intelligence—create novel ways of interpreting personhood.  We can 
potentially re-work our embodied selves or dispense with bodies altogether.  But who gets to 
make these choices and changes?  What individual claims will we collectively recognize or 
refute?  The fictional narratives highlighted in this project posit questions about transitions and 
provoke responses from us as readers in a new millennium.  By using trans studies to examine 
gender, race, humanity, pedagogy—and in the future, nationality, temporality, and 
                                               
98For a brief overview of the body and new materialist thought, see Monika Rogowska-Stangret’s “Corpor(e)al 




corporeality—I hope to engage with ongoing discourses about who we are with and to each 
other.  Time, space, embodiments, relationships—these are innovative directions to explore 
further moving forward.  While abstract and peculiar at times, these concepts also bear direct 
relevance to our teaching and learning practices.  Regarding her work as a professor, bell hooks 
observes, “Keeping an open mind is an essential requirement of critical thinking.  I often talk 
about radical openness because it became clear to me, after years in academic settings, that it was 
far too easy to become attached to and protective of one’s viewpoint, and to rule out other 
perspectives” (10).  By bringing in trans studies, we let go of attachments to stable categories and 
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As demonstrated in my chapter on transpedagogy, I am committed to providing concrete 
examples of how scholars may engage with and employ trans studies in the classroom.  Here I 
include activities and assignments relevant to concepts discussed in preceding chapters. 
 
I.  Sample Syllabi 
Syllabus 1: Transgender 
 The below syllabus speaks to the topics and themes established in Chapter 1 concerning 
transgender identity, as well as the transpedagogical work explored in Chapter 4.  The suggested 
course materials here include texts that establish helpful theoretical vocabularies and frameworks 
along with narrative representations and illustrations of these concepts.  This example syllabus 
offers multiple entry points to explore questions regarding social identity categories, gender 
identity, and identity transitions. 
Transgender Representations 
100-level Literature & Gender Studies Course 
Building on the feminist and gay rights movements of the 20th century, transgender 
activism and awareness have increased dramatically in the 21st century.  When you turn on the 
television, you can see fictional transgender characters (e.g., Sophia Burset on Orange is the New 
Black, Maura Pfefferman on Transparent) as well as real individuals (e.g., Jazz Jennings, Caitlyn 
Jenner).  You can listen to the music of punk rocker Laura Jane Grace, watch the news coverage 
of Chelsea Manning, and read the blog posts of Juliet Jacques.  From the depiction of the 




tragic one in The Danish Girl, there are a variety of representations of transgender identities in 
contemporary narratives.  What does it mean to be transgender today?  What cultural struggles 
and successes arise in the transgender movement?  How do gender transitions inform our 
understandings of identity and authenticity? 
The act of transitioning genders simultaneously (and paradoxically) undermines and 
emphasizes gender categories.  To understand this complex topic, we will start with defining our 
terms for sex, gender, and sexuality by reading works by Susan Stryker, Judith Butler, and Jack 
Halberstam.  We will then examine fiction, memoir, drama, and film in a comparative analysis of 
how transgender figures appear in different genres.  Along the way, we will incorporate short 
essays and articles regarding transgender history and scholarship.  You will learn to analyze 
literature through reading and writing assignments, as well as in-class presentations and 
discussions.  Course goals include developing critical thinking skills, improving writing styles, 
and effectively articulating oral arguments. 
Please note: If you anticipate that you may be particularly sensitive to content in this 




• Jeffrey Eugenides, Middlesex (2002) 
• Shani Mootoo, Cereus Blooms at Night (1996) 
• Patricia Powell, The Pagoda (1998) 
• Meredith Russo, If I Was Your Girl (2016) 
Memoir 
• Kate Bornstein, Gender Outlaw: On Men, Women and the Rest of Us (1994) 
• Susan Faludi, In the Darkroom (2016) 
• Janet Mock, Redefining Realness (2014) 







• David Henry Hwang, M. Butterfly (1988) 
• Jonathan Larson, RENT (1996) 
Non-Fiction & Theory 
• Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (2006) 
• Jack Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives 
(2005) 
• Joanne Meyerowitz, How Sex Changed: A History of Transsexuality in the United States 
(2002) 
• Susan Stryker, Transgender History (2008) 
• Selections from recent issues of Transgender Studies Quarterly (TSQ) 
• Selections from The Transgender Studies Reader, Vol. 1, edited by Susan Stryker & 
Stephen Whittle (2006) 
• Selections from The Transgender Studies Reader, Vol. 2, edited by Susan Stryker & Aren 
Z. Aizura (2013) 
Film 
• Boys Don’t Cry, directed by Kimberly Peirce (1999) 
• Paris is Burning, directed by Jennie Livingston (1990) 
• Tangerine, directed by Sean Baker (2015) 
 
Syllabus 2: Transrace 
 The below syllabus explores concepts developed in Chapter 2 concerning racial identity, 
racial ambiguity, and racial transitions.  The suggested course materials include critical race 
theory texts, as well as narratives regarding racial identity in contemporary U.S. American 
society.  This example syllabus asks that students read diverse, provocative texts that touch on 
the lived realities of race, theoretical conceptions of race, and speculative re-imaginings of 
race—thus prompting deep analysis of how race is recognized, portrayed, and enacted in our 
culture today. 
Mixed Race America 
200-level Literature & Diversity Studies Course 
What does race mean in 2017?  How are racial categories established, recognized, 
blurred, and transgressed?  And how can we talk about race in our current society in ways that 




texts that explore these questions.  The focus of the class will be on racial hybridity and 
ambiguity, structural racism, and intersectional identities, as well as other diverse contemporary 
issues.  By studying how artists, activists, politicians, and performers articulate their own and 
others’ identities, we can engage in challenging conversations about our conceptions, hopes, and 
concerns about race today in the U.S. 
In this course, we will examine critical articles, novels, short stories, essays, poetry, and 
films by 20th- and 21st-century U.S. American writers.  I encourage you to think about the 
creative and critical texts in concert, and also to build on your understanding of racial identities 
and expressions week to week.  You will learn to analyze literature through reading and writing 
assignments, as well as in-class presentations and discussions. 
Please note: If you anticipate that you may be particularly sensitive to content in this 
course—including depictions of sexual and racial violence—please feel free to talk with me via 
email or appointment. 
Required Texts 
Books 
• Sherman Alexie, The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian (2007) 
• Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and Me (2015) 
• Toufic El Rassi, Arab in America (2016, 3rd edition) 
• Jess Row, Your Face in Mine (2014) 




• Gloria Anzaldúa, “Movimientos de rebeldía y las culturas que traicionan” and “La 
conciencia de la mestiza/Towards a New Consciousness” from Borderlands/La Frontera 
(1987) 
• Richard Dyer, “The Matter of Whiteness,” Stephanie M. Wildman and Adrienne D. 
Davis, “Making Systems of Privilege Visible,” and Peggy McIntosh, “White Privilege: 
Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack” from White Privilege: Essential Readings on the 
Other Side of Racism, edited by Paula S. Rothenberg (2005) 
• Trina Grillo, “Anti-Essentialisim and Intersectionality: Tools to Dismantle the Master’s 




• Jennifer Ann Ho, “Transgressive Texts and Ambiguous Authors” from Racial Ambiguity 
in Asian American Culture (2015) 
• Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House” from 
Sister Outsider (1984) 
• Barack Obama, “Introduction” and “Origins: Chapter One” from Dreams from My 
Father: A Story of Race and Inheritance (1995) 
• Michael Omi and Howard Winant, “The Theory of Racial Formation” from Racial 
Formation in the United States (2015, 3rd edition) 
• Lê Thi Diem Thúy, “California Palms” from Half and Half: Writers Growing Up 
Biracial and Bicultural (1998)  
Films 
• Do the Right Thing, directed by Spike Lee (1989) 
• Twilight, Los Angeles, 1992, written & performed by Anna Deavere Smith (1994) 
• Homecoming King, written & performed by Hasan Minhaj (2017) 
 
Syllabus 3: Transpedagogy 
The below syllabus expands upon material discussed in Chapter 4 concerning 
transpedagogy in the undergraduate classroom.  These suggested course assignments prompt new 
instructors (i.e., graduate students) to analyze the political, philosophical, and social concerns 
that exist within the classroom, as well as the intellectual aims.  This example syllabus is 
designed to encourage questions and self-reflections regarding what assumptions and 
preconceptions instructors may hold, as well as provide an opportunity to discuss the unique 
anxieties and ambitions each new teacher brings into their first classroom.  Our work as teachers 
involves both abstract ideas and embodied experiences, which this course—like this 
dissertation—recognizes and explores. 
Introduction to Pedagogy 
600-level Graduate Student Course 
This course is designed to teach you about teaching, both in theory and in practice.  
Throughout this class, the question guiding your work should be: What do I want my students to 




all be working towards specific learning goals.  In your future classrooms, you will be teaching 
students who vary widely in their backgrounds, skill levels, and academic ambitions.  Teaching 
such diverse classes with sensitivity, consistency, rigor, and humor can be a challenge; through 
this course’s reading, writing, and discussion assignments, we will endeavor together to foster 
your success as an instructor.  In addition to discussing pedagogical theories abstractly, we will 
also explore current trends in education, social issues relevant to undergraduate students, and 
university-specific initiatives and challenges.  We will consider best practices for negotiating the 
complex power dynamics of the classroom, supporting students in distress, and creating inclusive 
learning environments.  The resources and strategies covered in this class are just the beginning, 
though, since—like your students—you will fail, struggle, grow, and change over the course of 
each semester to come. 
Required Texts 
• Ken Bain, What the Best College Teachers Do (2004) 
• Brene Brown, Daring Greatly (2012) 
• Peter C. Brown, Henry L. Roediger III, and Mark A. McDaniel, Make It Stick (2014) 
• Cathy N. Davidson, The New Education (2017) 
• Barbara Gross Davis, Tools for Teaching (2009) 
• Joshua Eyler, How Humans Learn (2018) 
• Henry A. Giroux, On Critical Pedagogy (2011) 
• McKeachie, Wilbert J. and Marilla D. Svinicki, McKeachie’s Teaching Tips (2014, 14th 
edition) 
• Elaine Showalter, Teaching Literature (2003) 
• Jane Tompkins, A Life in School (1996) 
• Harry K. and Rosemary T. Wong.  The First Days of School (1998, 2nd edition) 
 
Suggested Training Sessions 
Green Zone Training, UNC Office of the Dean of Students 
• Support military-affiliated students in the university environment 
HAVEN (Helping Advocates for Violence Ending Now) Skills Training, UNC Student Wellness 
• Assist those affected by interpersonal violence, harassment, and assault 
Mental Health First Aid Training, UNC School of Social Work 




Safe Zone Training, UNC LGBTQ Center 
• Foster an inclusive, queer-friendly academic environment 
Service-Learning Course Development Institute, Carolina Center for Public Service 
• Organize and implement community service-learning collaborations in the classroom 
 
II.  Class Activities 
Identity Exercises 
• Introductory Letter 
 Since asking students to declare aspects of their identity, such as their preferred 
pronouns, early on in class can be anxiety-provoking (particularly for students who are 
questioning, mid-transition, or concerned about safety), I have found it helpful to ask for a 
written letter from students instead.  This ungraded assignment creates an opportunity for 
students to talk about who they are in as much or as little detail as they like; I have had students 
discuss their gender and sexuality, their family dynamics, their goals for the course, their 
ambitions for the future, their medical conditions, and their hobbies.  On the first day of class, I 
offer them a letter of my own as a model, but there are no specific requirements for how their 
own letters should look—I have received multiple pages of detailed information, as well as a 
single sheet of paper with only one sentence: “I am a risk taker.”  By starting off the semester 
with this letter, I recognize students as holistic human beings and create an environment that 
accepts and celebrates students as individuals.  Below is the assignment I have used: 
We will spend a great deal of time together in English 105 this semester, and I would like 
to start our semester by learning more about each of you as individuals.  Please write a 
letter introducing yourself to me.  This letter may be as short or long as you like—the 
goal is for you to share a bit about yourself, including your interests, goals, preferred 
pronouns, or other key details you would like me to know.  Below is my letter to you as 








• About Me 
Alternately, during the first week of classes, you could give students an assignment to write a 
250-300 word statement about themselves that answers some or all of the following questions: 
 How would I complete the sentence “I am…”? 
 What questions do I want to explore? 
 What are my learning goals? 
 What is my position at this university? 
 What motivates me? 
 How does this subject material relate to my community and/or culture? 
 
Depending on the dynamic of the class, these responses could be shared and discussed in class 
(e.g., students in pairs, small groups, or class as a whole). 
 
Gender & Language Activity 
In “Stick Figures and Little Bits” A. Finn Enke explains a pedagogy that invites students 
to be creative with language (219).  Enke explains, “A transpedagogical approach seeks to invite 
everyone into the process of linguistic creativity and agency while minimizing the stresses that 
accompany privileged trans and feminist knowledge as well as widespread ignorance of trans 
and gender variation” (216).  Basically, by both discussing the theory in the texts and practicing 
the concepts in the classroom, we can create an opportunity for students to participate in the 
power of naming themselves and others; the language of gender is consciously experienced as 
well as discussed.  Enke observes that personal pronouns involve both social and personal 
valences (221) and provides several examples of bringing such attention to language into the 
classroom.  For example, after explaining how English pronouns function linguistically as 
placeholders and socially as gender assignments, Enke engages in creative activities related to 




• Asking students to replace all pronouns with “friend”; 
• Asking students to write their names on large nametags and underneath to write the 
pronoun they will use that day.  Pronouns are chosen based on student-suggested 
categories, such as “animals,” “flowers,” “genres of music,” etc. (e.g., a student could 
choose the pronoun “daisy” or “jazz”); 
• Asking students to use gender-neutral pronouns (e.g., they, ze, em) for everyone in the 
class and for the writers of assigned texts; 
• Creating a pronoun based on the first letter or sound of the proper name followed by the 
long “e” sound (e.g., as Laura, my pronouns would be le, le, and le’s); 
• Choosing a single pronoun each week, explaining every declension as one would in a 
foreign language class, and using it for everyone (e.g., everyone is referred to as “she” or 
“her” for that time).  (224-7) 
 
While highlighting how much pronouns influence our speech patterns, these activities also offer 
creative opportunities for students.  Enke emphasizes that the above activities work in the 
classroom because they are playful (226)—the goal is not to be politically correct, but to try 
something new.  In the process, students may experience the affirmation of being called by their 
preferred pronoun, or they may experience the discomfort of being hailed by an undesired term, 
thus perhaps increasing their empathy for those frustrated by misgendering language.  These 
options all highlight the social power of pronouns and offer opportunities to gain fluency in 
using personal pronouns differently (227). 
 
Silent Discussion Questions for Your Face in Mine 
 When discussing race, students may initially feel more comfortable sharing their thoughts 
in small groups rather than in front of the entire class.  To get started, here are some suggested 
prompts related to Your Face in Mine.99  Discussion may take a traditional, oral form, or the 
instructor could lead a “silent discussion” in which each student has a sheet of paper with the 
                                               
99Given this dissertation context, I have chosen questions addressing material in Chapter 2, but clearly this silent 




prompt at the top; students then have 5-10 minutes to write brief responses before passing the 
sheet to a peer, who reads through the written discussion and then writes their own response.  
This process continues until all students in the group have gotten the chance to respond to each 
question.  At the end of class, the instructor can take up these sheets and have a written record of 
how students have engaged with the questions and each other.  
• In Row’s novel, Kelly often struggles to empathize with Martin.  When attempting to 
stretch his imagination and consider how he would change his own body, Kelly recalls 
two “transsexuals” he knew previously.  He observes, “In neither case did I ever feel I 
had to understand them.  There is a point where analogies end.  Acceptance has to 
precede analogy.  Acceptance is not equivalence” (125).  The next paragraph is one line: 
“Acceptance is not enough” (125).  What does Kelly mean by this statement?  How do 
acceptance and understanding appear in this novel?  As a reader, do you feel either of 
these sentiments towards the characters in this text?  (In your response, consider how 
point of view, word choice, and novel structure affect your perceptions of characters.) 
• Regarding his high school friend Rina, Kelly remembers that after dating boys in high 
school, Rina dated women in college, and then men again after graduation: “I’m done 
with labels, she said.  I think that’s the way the world’s headed, anyway.  Love who you 
love” (137).  Consider how labels function in this novel: in what ways are they helpful 
and in what ways are they restrictive? 
• Regarding Barack Obama, Martin and his friends discuss whether the president is post-
racial or “post-race as an issue” (208).  How does Martin’s perspective on President 
Obama speak to his larger view of race and race relations in the U.S.?  What is the impact 
of including a real, political figure in a speculative, fictional novel? 
• Julie, the intellectual Kelly meets in Bangkok, explores questions raised by 
biotechnology: “Is there such a thing as a self before there’s a racial self, a male or 
female self?” (293)  She later observes, “One of these days we’ll wake up and there’ll be 
two kinds of human beings, the mods and the plains.  The done and the unwashed 
undone.  Yeah, race will disappear, blah, blah, blah.  It’ll stop being the smoke screen it’s 
always been.  Frankly, it’s the last barrier to a world run purely on money” (297).  This 
cynical view contrasts sharply with Martin and Kelly’s assertions regarding race.  How 
does capitalism factor into the concept of transracial identity?  Do you agree that you can 
have whatever identity you want as long as you have enough money? 
• List how different characters in this novel—particularly Martin, Kelly, and Julie—view 








Human Identity Discussion Activity 
 After a lecture or class discussion regarding personal identity (how we see ourselves) and 
social identity categories (how others see us), this activity transitions into discussing human 
identity in particular.  I have used this activity related specifically to transhuman theory and 
Never Let Me Go, but it could also be applied to many other texts as well.  The first two prompts 
projected before the class ask students to work independently, and then the last prompt asks them 
to discuss their ideas with others.  This activity can naturally feed into a larger discussion 
regarding how we define and delineate identity categories. 
1. For 3 minutes…Create 
Brainstorm as many features as you can think of that make someone human.  Jot down a 
list of these qualities. 
(For example, if asked to write down aspects of a bird, I might say that it has feathers, it 
has wings, it lays eggs, etc.) 
2.   For 3 minutes…Complicate 
Considering what you’ve written, come up with examples of people who would not have 
these qualities, but may still be human. 
(For example, if you wrote that humans use language to communicate, consider a pre-
verbal child.) 
3. For 3 minutes…Converse 
With a partner, talk through what you’ve written.  Try to come up with a sentence that 
you both agree defines a human.  After your paired discussion, be prepared to share your 
thoughts with the class at large. 
 
 
Pedagogy Reflection & Discussion Activity 
While encouraging students to reflect on their knowledge and learning, as instructors we 
should also think deeply about our own teaching.  Recognizing the complexity of diversity 
requires that we first become aware of our own assumptions and biases.  In this free-writing 
activity consider these questions adapted from Barbara Gross Davis’ Tools for Teaching as a 
starting point: 
• Do your student interactions manifest double standards? 




• Do you assume that some students will be weaker or stronger than others? 
• Are you comfortable around students whose backgrounds differ from your own? 
• Are you comfortable talking about issues related to identity differences? 
• How do you handle your own anxieties about cultural or political issues?  (57-71) 
 
After writing your responses, discuss with peers your reactions and reflections. 
 
III.  Class Assignments 
Cultural Figure Presentation Assignment 
This assignment can be adapted to suit a variety of topics but is especially effective in 
terms of race and gender; here I have focused on race.  Along with the instructions below, I 
develop and share with the class a long list of influential people from which they can each select 
a subject. 
During one class this semester, you will be responsible for presenting on an important 
figure who has contributed to ongoing cultural conversations about race.  You will sign 
up for your presentation date and subject within the first month of class.  You are 
welcome to come by office hours to discuss ideas prior to your presentation.  A 
successful PowerPoint presentation will be approximately 10 minutes long and include 
the following: 
 
1. A brief summary of the person’s biography, including details of their life and career.   
2. A discussion of a text by or about the person.  For example, you could read a poem by 
Joy Harjo and analyze its implications, or you could read an interview with Colin 
Kaepernick and describe its importance.  This text should be relevant to our class and 
from a reputable source (e.g., published by a scholarly press or major news outlet).  I 
expect that you will offer specific details about this text to demonstrate your full 
comprehension. 
3. An analysis of the significance of this cultural figure.  Do they introduce new 
information?  Provide insight into a controversy?  Carefully consider why you found this 
subject interesting and important, and analyze how the text conveys information.  You 
may also want to discuss its relation to other material covered in our class. 
4. Do not use company websites, Wikipedia, or blogs as sources for this assignment.  Do 







Short Paper Assignment on Racial Identity 
 This assignment should occur about halfway through the semester; at this point students 
will have read a variety of texts related to race and identity, and this work serves as an 
opportunity for them to express and apply that knowledge. 
For this assignment,100 you will engage in a conversation about race with a person who is 
(a) well-known to you, (b) not a member of our class, and (c) someone with whom you 
do not normally discuss race.  After your discussion, you will write a brief reflection 
paper (3 pages) on the experience.  The goal of this assignment is for you to go outside 
your comfort zone and to engage another person in an open, honest conversation about 
race.  Your reflection paper should be thoughtful, detailed, well-written, and well-
organized.  To fulfill this assignment, please do the following: 
 
1. Read Beverly Tatum’s essay “Breaking the Silence” from White Privilege: Essential 
Readings on the Other Side of Racism. 
2. Engage in a 10-15 minute (or longer) conversation about race with someone who meets 
the above criteria.  For example, you could talk with a friend, family member, or 
roommate.  Inform whomever you choose that this is a class assignment, and consider 
using material from our class or events in the news as a jumping-off point for the 
conversation (e.g., “I recently read an article that argues X.  What do you think about that 
idea?”). 
3. Write a thoughtful paper that reflects on your experience of this conversation.  Discuss 
details of the environment (who, when, where) as well as the discussion itself (what you 
talked about and how it felt—tense, comfortable, surprising, etc.).  Analyze why the 
conversation unfolded as it did (positively or negatively) and what contributed to the 
overall arc of the conversation.  For example, if the discussion was challenging, reflect on 
what you wish had happened differently; if the discussion was positive, consider reasons 
why that was so. 
 
Pedagogy Controversy Oral Presentation 
This assignment asks graduate students to recognize the diversity (and potential 
disagreements) in their field, as well as reflect on pedagogical practices. 
Select a current debate about teaching in higher education and find an article on this 
subject.  Then find a second article that refutes, complicates, or troubles the claims of the 
first.  In a brief presentation, summarize and evaluate both arguments.  (For example, 
recently The Chronicle of Higher Education published Prof. Gary Laderman’s Why I’m 
Easy: On Giving Lots of A’s as well as Prof. Jeff Gentry’s Why Grades Still Matter.)  In 
your presentation, be sure to discuss the assumptions underlying each article’s claim, the 
                                               




evidence (qualitative or quantitative) supporting the position, and the conclusion you 
have reached after careful analysis of this issue. 
 
IV.  Beyond the Classroom 
Student Interview on Transracial Identity 
Individual conferences with students are often focused on particular assignments and/or 
students’ academic performance.  I have found, though, that having a topic-based, one-on-one 
meeting can be quite productive, particularly in terms of trans studies subjects.  On March 28, 
2018, I met with Devon Johnson, a UNC Chapel Hill student from my Fall 2017 class, English 
271: Mixed Race America, in which we read and discussed Your Face in Mine.  For his final 
paper, Devon had written an essay on this novel in which he explored racial reassignment 
surgery as a literary vehicle demonstrating characters’ escapist desires.  He examined how Jess 
Row’s work “analyzes the ways in which humans react when confronted with a lived experience 
that is contradictory to the life they aspire to embody.”  Together we talked about his thoughts 
regarding the text, the class, and the concept of transracial identity.  I include this interview101 
here (with his permission) to demonstrate how the ongoing exchange of ideas and insights 
regarding these key concepts can extend beyond the classroom.  Moreover, as the student 
responses in Chapter 4 showed, by including a student’s own words, we can see how these 
intellectual concepts become articulated and understood by undergraduates newly introduced to 
the material.  This exchange shows both transpedagogical teaching at work, as well as indicates 
the significant contributions a student can offer by, for example, bringing knowledge gained 
through personal experience to bear on narrative representations and academic theories. 
 
                                               




Laura: Could you talk a little bit about what your experience was in the class, particularly in 
terms of the role of novels in our discussions of race? 
 
Devon: I think that novels gave a good jumping off point to have more in-depth conversations 
about race and identity.  If you could speak about race through a character’s experience, then that 
gave you a good academic foundation or mode of talking about it—because in a lot of ways it’s 
difficult to talk about race and identity from a place of your own experience or trying to speak 
about the experiences of other people.  If you have a scholarly or, in this case, literary foundation 
from which to pick those things apart and talk about [them], then […] you could speak about and 
analyze the characters’ experience and how they moved through the novel as a way to speak 
about the larger identity concepts. 
 
Laura: I absolutely agree with that—it brings the abstract together with the concrete.  Could you 
describe what you thought about the two explicitly trans narratives we read in class, The Pagoda 
and Your Face in Mine?  The Pagoda had the character who was transgender, although that word 
wasn’t used in the novel itself, and then Your Face in Mine, which you wrote about, had multiple 
characters with multiple thoughts about race, including one who is very much about the 
transracial community. 
 
Devon: The Pagoda was really interesting to read because as you’re reading through it, you 
aren’t entirely aware that you’re reading a narrative that involves a trans character.  So 
throughout the novel you figure all these things out and piece together details that eventually 
bring you to the conclusion that, oh, this is a novel about a trans character.  Because the author 
chose not to put that up front in the exposition, […] when I was reading it, I gather[ed] these 
[details] while reading and that’s how I formed them in my head as a character.  I think that 
having to come to that conclusion myself was really interesting, rather than from the beginning 
being like, “this is a trans character”—that would give me a whole set of assumptions moving 
forward reading it.  And so I think it was cool to be unsure and have to figure that out, moving 
through that; it was an interesting way to present transgender identities in literature. 
And as far as Your Face in Mine, I really found that interesting.  Transracialism was 
something I’d never thought about being a thing, ever, so it was really interesting to dissect that 
and look at the characters’ opinions on it.  In my paper I wrote about transracialism being a form 
of escapism, like wanting to move into another body and narrative that was different than your 
own given experience.  And I thought that using race as something that was fluid kind of 
contradicted everything that I had ever thought about race.  To a certain extent, I would say 
generally your sexuality or your gender expression or other parts of your identity are much more 
fluid, or accepted as fluid, whereas race is something where...you can’t pretend not to be black in 
a space where you could potentially cover up another part about yourself, like your sexuality or 
how you present your gender or things like that.  I’d always kind of thought about race as being 
that one concrete thing that can’t change, or that you can’t mask or hide, and this novel flipped 
that on its head and was like, actually, you can take steps to change the way that you present 
yourself racially.  The implications of that I thought were really interesting.  And also the way 
that Jess Row wrote about the black identity was interesting for me as far as, like, he [the 
character Martin] grew up listening to rap music and was in this neighborhood where the police 




chose to connect to certain races and identities said a lot about the things that we associate with 
race. 
 
Laura: Like the cultural things? 
 
Devon: Yeah, the more cultural things, yeah. 
 
Laura: So one of the reasons why I was intrigued by that book was because […] the speculative 
element made me think about race in a different way than I was used to—it sounds like it worked 
for you as well in that way.  What did you think about it in terms of our class discussion—do you 
think that [the novel] added something to our class when we were talking about race?  And if so, 
what was your experience like?  How did you feel while you were sitting in the class listening to 
your peers discuss? 
 
Devon: I thought it was really interesting when people had hard-line opinions about 
transracialism as “not a thing.”  Some people were like, no, that shouldn’t be a thing, or it’s 
unethical, whereas I am more of the personality of well, maybe, let’s consider it, let’s explore it.  
And I thought it was really interesting when people were like, no, you can’t just choose to be 
black, that’s not acceptable.  I thought that those conversations exposed, whether directly or 
indirectly, a lot of preconceptions that everybody has about race and what that means for them.  
And for me at least, I kind of identified with this book as far as transracialism…I kind of 
juxtaposed that [transracialism] with my biracial identity in a lot of ways, like moving in and out 
of spaces presenting more white or presenting more black and how that comes across…so I think 
that made it a little easier for me to discuss transracialism because I have personal experience 
with how when you’re perceived [in terms of] certain races how that can affect your experiences. 
 
Laura: That you can still be the same person but be more flexibly identified or categorized? 
 
Devon: Yeah, and it’s possible for me to operate in predominantly white spaces at times more 
easily than people who are darker skinned than I am—just in my own experience, it’s how that 
functions.  I’m also exploring my own black identity and what is the black identity—and what 
parts of my personality or identity do I attribute to being black, you know, with being biracial.  
And so I thought that was really interesting to have people say, “No, you can’t just choose to be 
black,” and I was like, well, in certain ways I do?  Like, I think I do certain things because I’m 
black and that’s part of my black identity, so do I have the liberty to choose those things to make 
up my identity?  And can somebody who’s white choose to present themselves as black and take 
on those personality traits as well? 
 
Laura: Yeah, I think what came up for me listening to [the class discussion] was the sense of 
intense anxiety about authenticity and appropriation, like, who gets the right to claim something 
and who gets to be socially recognized as that.  In terms of where our society is at right now, I 
don’t really see a big movement of transracial individuals coming together, but at the same time, 
it’s a concept that intrigues me, because it imagines extending this idea of “my truth” or “my 
sense of self” so it supersedes all this other stuff, and saying, okay, well, if that’s how you really 




Okay, so what, if anything, did discussing trans identity add to your understanding of 
identity and society—particularly talking about the socially constructed elements of identity? 
 
Devon: So I think speaking about trans identity helped me to explore, and in some cases 
deconstruct, very essentialized or categorized identities.  Trans identity [can exist] between 
spaces, and like we read in La Frontera by [Gloria] Anzaldúa, we often try to separate and 
compartmentalize [these identities].  I think that learning about trans identities, with transgender 
and transracial, helped me further explore and try to understand, it’s kind of a cliché, but that 
everything’s a spectrum.  This helped me explore what does that mean, what does that look like, 
in terms of how one’s identity affects how they exist in the larger society. 
 
Laura: And for me a lot of it highlights how everything’s dynamic.  Even if you want to be the 
same person, time changes that, you move into different age categories, you move into different 
parts of your life. 
 
Devon: I also think it said a lot about what identities we hold as being super important.  Age and 
ageism never came up in our conversations, and if there were to be a transage discussion, what 
would that look like?  Because technically it is a thing, plastic surgery can help you appear 
younger and things like that, but we don’t really—that wouldn’t be as controversial as 
transgender and transracial.  I think the intensity of the conversations that we had about 
transracialism was more intense than transgender conversations, and that says something, I think, 







Davis, Barbara Gross.  Tools for Teaching.  Second Edition.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2009.  
Print. 
 
Enke, A. Finn.  “Stick Figures and Little Bits.”  Trans Studies: The Challenge to 
Hetero/Homo Normativities.  Eds. Yolanda Martínez-San Miguel and Sarah Tobias.  New 
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2016.  215-29.  Print. 
 
Powell, Patricia.  The Pagoda.  New York: Harcourt Brace, 1998.  Print. 
 
Row, Jess.  Your Face in Mine.  New York: Riverhead Books, 2014.  Print. 
